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I 

PREFACE 

Looming large among the familiar figures for readers of the Old 

and New Testaments is that of the first-century herald in the wilderness, 

John the Baptist. His thrilling cry which aroused the peopl~ of his day 

• has re-echoed down the centuries so that he has retained his divinely-

given place in Christian history. Yet in spite of the permanence of this 

position and the revolutionary character of his message, relatively little 

has been written about him, particularly in the English language. Indi

vidual aspects of his life and proclamation have been discussed fre

quently, but the only recent comprehensive works in the English language 

have been those of Kraeling,1 Steinmann,2 and Scobie.3 Some excellent 

works appeared earlier in the German language, among which are those of 

Schlatter4 and Lohmeyer.5 

In view of the more recent English works, it might appear that a · 

restudy of the message of John would be superfluous. However, a survey 

of these books reveals that the message has frequently been neglected 

lcarl H. Kraeling, John the Baptist (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1951-). 

2Jean Steinmann, St. John the Baptist and the Desert Tradition, 
translated by Michael Boyes (New York: Harper and Brothers, n.d. ). 

3charles H.H. Scobie, John the Baptist (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1964). 

4Adolph Schlatter, Johannes der Taufer, edited by W. Michaelis 
(Basel: Verlag Friedrich Reinhardt, 19$6). This work was first prepared 
in 1880, but remained unpublished until the date given above. 

'Ernst Lohmeyer, "Johannes d~ Taufer," Das Urchristentum 
(Goettingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1932). 
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in favor of a study of the life of the Baptist6 in relation to the en

vironment in which he lived as well as his relation to the activity of 

Jesus of Nazareth. This type of study has no doubt been stimulated by 

the appearance of the Dead Sea Scrolls which contain many real and ap

parent parallels to the concepts and expressions of both the Old and 

New Testaments. While the study of Kraaling appeared prior to any real 

assessment of these discoveries, it is apparent that many of the docu-
. . 

ments which are now known to be in existence were presupposed and antici-

pated by him. On the other hand, while the work of Scobie which appeared 

subsequent to the Dead Sea discoveries has taken these documents into 

account, it too has as its primary emphasis an explanation for the activity 

of the Baptist and his relation to Jesus, although the message also 

receives some consideration. 

The original intent of this thesis was to deal with the question of 

the relationship between Jesus and John. However, the appearance of 

Scobie's work made such a study unnecessary since he had already dealt 

with the question. Although the conclusions reached by him could be 

disputed in some cases, the documentation provided makes it possible for 

the reader to examine personally the relevant materials and to draw his 

own conclusions. 

As already indicated, in dealing with the question of the relation

ship between Jesus and John it is easily possible to overlook what is 

at least an equally important area, the content of the Baptist's message. 

In addition, an emphasis upon the environmental factors tends to lead 

to a generalization regarding the similarity of one movement to another 

6In the present work John the Baptist will be referred to as either 
11John11 or 11the Baptist." When the writer of the Fourth Gospel is in
tended he will be referred to as nthe evangelist John11 or "the writer of 
the Fourth Gospel." 
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without w.a.king sufficient allowance for original elements or for elements 

whose origin rray not be in the contemporary scene but rather in a pre- · 

vious era. It is this content of t.~e Baptist's message which has often 

been dealt with piecemeal in journal articles and in commentaries. For 

that reason it seemed advisable to consider the work and message of the 

Baptist from the point of view of discovering its Old Testament roots 
l 

and drawing together the relevant material which had been written regard-

ing it. It is the purpose of this thesis to consider the life and 

message of this one who has been called "the ·clasp between the Testa

ments.," and so attempt to rediscover the relevance of his message for 

the world of today. 

iii 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A discussion of the message and activity of John the Baptist fre

quently takes as its starting point the relation between John and Jesus 
I 

of Nazareth as depicted by the four evangelists. When this is done, 

three views usually emerge, all more or less contradictory. The first 

view of this relationship which is often suggested is that there was 

no relationship, or at least that it was not such as is suggested by 

the evangelists. It is proposed that the gospels have completely 

falsified the facts or at least altered them in order to harmonize them 

with Christian tradition. But the attempt, it is argued, has not been 

entirely successful, and the four accounts betray the true situation by 

their contradictions. 

Among the men who have adopted this view are Eislerl and Goguel.2 

Eisler, for example, arrives at conclusions which are, in almost every 

case, in direct opposition to the traditionally accepted view of this 

relat'ionship. Basing his opinion on the Slavonic version of Josephus, 

which he believes to be a true version of the historian's original work, 

he concluded that the common version of Josephus has been interpolated 

by Christians and that John was always conceived of in terms of the 

Messiah, that his work was independent of that of Jesus of Nazareth, 

lRobert Eisler, The Messiah Jesus and John the Baptist (London: 
Methuen and Co., Ltd., 1931). 

2Maurice Goguel, Jesus and the Origins of Christianit, trans
lated by Olive Wyon (New Yor: Harper an Brothers, l O, Vol. II. 
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and that there was opposition between the movements founded by the two 

men. In the introduction to his book, he, however, weakens his case as 

he writes: 

I am fully aware of the fa~t that every single bit of evidence 
presented in the following pages can be frittered away and 
made to crumble into dust by the simple application of widely 
practiced methods of criticism and exegesi.s •••• Any student, 
who through sheer inability to synthesize the mass of his
torical evidence, prefers to carry the analysis to the length 
of hairsplitting, and who will go on forever weighing un
decidedly all the possibilities that might come under consider
ation will be thoroughly antagonized by the present book with
out presumably deriving much profit fron it •••• I have been 
working and writing for those who are convinced, as I am my
self, that no explanation of a single fact is satisfactory 
which cannot be made to fit into sor:ie plausible consecutive 
scheme enabling us to account for the totality of facts and 
phenomena--for those who feel that we cannot go on forever 
with our traditional histories of New Testament times, into 
which a life of Jesus cannot be made to fit, and with lives 
and characteristics of Jesus which cannot be made to fit 
into contemporary history of Jews and Romans.) 

It is impossible to deal here with all the individual points of 

Eisler•s work, but an excellent summary and criticism of the work in 

toto is offered by Scobie.4 

Although Goguel 1 s argument has a different basis, he arrives at 

conclusions which are similar to those of Eisler. His opinion is 

summarized in the following words: 

The way in which Matthew and Luke related the sending of the 
disciples of John to Jesus seems to imply that, in the mind 
of the narrators, John was not convinced. If the tradition 
had thought the opposite, the evangelists would not have fail
ed to say that after having rendered the homage of a prophet 
to Jesus, John would have rendered_ it a second time, 

3Ei.sler, p. ix. 

4charles H. Scobie, John the Baptist (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1964, pp. 86-89. 

/ 
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founded this time upon the work which had been accomplished. 
Thus John persisted in his point of view. After Jesus had 
left him John only saw in him an unfaithful disciple and 
almost a renegade.5 

While some have not made the same radical judgments, they never

theless concur in the opinion that the gospel accounts do not present 

an accurate picture of the true relationship. pcobie, for example, 

f eels that the infancy account gives little factual detail since it 

is obvious that the Lukan infancy account of Christ was woven into 

the originally independent infancy account of the Baptist, which has 

been altered by Luke to fit into the scheme of his gospel.6 E. F. Scott 

believes on the basis of Josephus' eulogy of John that the Baptist was 

never in open conflict with the Pharisees, but that this circumstance 

from the life of Jesus was transferred to the account of John's life 

in order to show the harmony between these two men.7 He says: 

We have no evidence that he ever contemplated a break with 
the orthodox religion, or that there was anything in his 
message to draw upon him that enmity of the Pharisees 
which was instinctively directed against Jesus from the 
first.8 

Others have concluded that the Magnificat ascribed by the gospels to 

Mary is really a hymn of Elizabeth and that the Benedictus as the 

gospels record it is not the original hymn sung at the birth of John 

but has been changed so that it contains a reference to the coming 

5Goguel, p. 279. 

6scobie, pp. 48-58. 

7E. F. Scott, 11 John the Baptist and His Message," The Expositor, 
Series 7, VI (1909), 72. 

8Ibid. 
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salvation from the House of David.9 The connection between Jesus and 

John is thus thought to be artificial and literary, not real and his

torical. All of this is considered evidence of the existence of two 

separate movements which were to some extent in opposition to each 

other. 

In addition to the above factors, further 'evidence for the oppo

sition between John and Jesus is frequently found in the so-called 

sect of the "disciples of the Baptist" of whom the i•iandeans are said 

to be descendants.lo But even apart from this debatable evidence it 

is maintained that the gospels, and in particular the Gospel of John, 

give evidence of antagonism between two distinct groups, the followers 

of Christ and the followers of John. 

The usual starting point for discussion of the supposed antagonism 

is the reference in Acts 19 to a group of twelve disciples who w~re bap

tized with the baptism of John. From here, the next step is to an as

sumption that the Fourth Gospel was written as a polemic against these 

91,1. D. Goulder and M. L. Sanderson, 11st. Luke's Genesis," Journal 
of Theological Studies, New Series, VIII, 12-30; Clayton R. Bowen, "John 
the Baptist in the New Testaw.ent, 11 American Journal of Theology, XVI 
(1895), 95. Bowen also believes that the genealogy recorded by Luke 
may have originally been an independent genealogy of John the Baptist. 
See also Scobie, pp. 51-55. 

lOFor a discussion of the Handean movement, see W. Brandt, 11¥iandeans, 11 

Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethi:s, edited by James Hastings , (Ne;! Yo7.k: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1928), V.1.II, JB0-393 and C. Golpe, 11I'fandaer, 
Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, edited by Kurt Galling, et al. 
(Tuebingen: J. C. B. Mohr {Paul SiebeckJ, 1960), IV, 710-711. 
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disciples. The evangelist John 1s emphasis on the superiority of Christ 

is pointed out and it is supposed that the emphasis on the pre-existence 

of Christ was made in order to combat the idea that since the Baptist 

preceded Christ in time he was therefore superior.11 Proceeding from 

this point, the same antagonism is supposedly found in the other gospels 

also.12 . In recent years, however, the attitude' toward the Fourth Gospel 

has changed to some extent and the defenders of the Johannine account 

have become more numerous. J. A. T. Robinson says: 

This treatment has almost universally been assumed to spring 
from purely theological motives of a polemical nature and 
thus to provide evidence for a very minimum of historical 
foundation--about as much as I would be prepared to allow 
to the Baptist group claiming John as the Messiah against 
which the whole construction is supposed to be directed. 
On the contrary, I believe the fourth Evangelist is re
markably well informed on the Baptist because he, or at 
least the witness behind the part of his tradition, once 
belonged to John's movement and like the nameless disciple 
of 1:37, 'heard him say this and followed Jesus.•13 

llcarl Kraeling, John the Baptist (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1951), p. 197. 

12James L. Jones, "References to John the Baptist in the Gospel 
according to St. Matthew, 11 Anglican Theological Review, XLI (1958), 
298-302. Jones believes that Matthew can be divided into five sections, 
1-7, 8-11:1, 11:2-13:53, 13:54-19:1, and 19:2-26:1, and that each of 
these sections is a polemic against the Baptist sect. His view is that 

.these sections contain a conunon theme, the relationship of John and 
Christ, which is related to the the:ne of the individual section in such 
a way as to indicate that the disciples of John are a specific concern 
of the author. See also A. S. Geyser, 11The Youth of John the Baptist-
A Deduction From the Break in the Parallel Account of the Lucan Infancy 
Narrative," Novum Testamentum, I (1956), 71-74. 

lJJ. A. T. Robinson, 11The New Look at the Fourth Gospel, 11 Twelve 
New Testament Studies (London: SCM Press Ltd., 1962), p. 100. 
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In another place he says: 

I confess, moreover, to seeing less and less evidence of a 
polemical motive in the Gospel whether against Baptist, 
Jewish, or Gnostic groups •••• 14 

·while this by no means exhausts the arguments which have been 

marshalled against the truth of the relationship between Jesus and 

John as depicted by the gospels, nor those which have been offered 

in their defense, it clearly indicates that this has been a matter 

of sharp debate. While the debate has not resulted in a settling of 

the issues, it has led to a deeper study and a search for related 

material which would unquestionably establish the viewpoint of one 

or the other. 

In the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls it was initially felt 

that such material had been found. Prior to this discovery, J. Thomas 

had attempted to sketch the background of John the Baptist in terms of 

a Baptist movement which was present at this period, with John as a 

14J. A. T. Robinson, 11The Destination and Purpose of St. John's 
Gospel," New Testament Studies, VI (1959-1960), lJO. See also his 
"Elijah, Jesus, and John the Baptist--.o\.11 Essay in Detection, 11 New 
Tes t ament Studies, IV (1957-1958), 278-279; Raymond E. Brown, "Three 
Quotations from John the Baptist in the Gospel of John, 11 Catholic 
Biblical Quarterly, XXII (1960), 293; Wm. H. Brownlee, "John the Baptist 
in the New Light of Ancient Scrolls, 11 Interpretation, IX (January, 1955), 
71-90. Brownlee believes that the Fourth Gospel was written with a 
polemical purpose in mind but then continues: 11Wherever such a purpose 
exists, the critical theory is that one should discount its testimony 
as compared with other sources from which the polemical element is 
absent. This is sound criticism, to be sure, but it often fails to 
take into serious account not only the fragmentariness of our know
ledge, but also the possibility that the party engaged in the polemics 
might be telling the truth. Not always is it necessary to misrep
resent the truth in order to uphold one's cause in a debate, thank 
God!" 
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part of this movement.15 As his sources he used references in Josephus, 

Philo, Epiphanius and the Sibylline Oracles pertaining to the Essenes 

and other groups of a similar nature. The discovery of the Dead Sea 

Scrolls seemed to substantiate his theory. Some scholars immediately 

seized upon these discoveries, popularized them, and found in them not 

only the origin of a John-the-Baptist movement,'but also the cradle of 

Christianity. Tracing the apparent parallels between this literature 

and that of Christianity, Jean Steinmann found little, if any, difference 

between them.16 Brownlee, another student of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 

found the same close paraliels.17 

As time passed, however, a second assessment was made and those 

who were more cautious did indeed find parallels, but they also found 

radical differences.18 They found that what had originally appeared to 

be a parallel was often capable of an interpretation which destroyed 

the parallelism. In addition, the fragmentary nature of the texts made 

a completely valid assessment impossible and required that statements 

based on them be made with extreme care and due qualification. 

l5J. Thomas, Le Mouvement Baptiste en Palestine et S ie (150 Av. 
J • C • --JOO Ap. J.C.) Gembl~ 19 3 • 

l6Jean Steinmann, st. John the Ba tist and the Desert Tradition, 
translated by Michael Boyes New York: Harper and Brothers, n.d •• 

17Brownlee1 pp. 71-90. 

l8Ethelbert Stauffer, Jesus and the Wilderness Community at 
Qumran, translated by Hans Spalteholz (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1964), pp. 12-34. 
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This is·by no means to be interpreted to mean that the Scrolls are 

without value, for what had previously been proposed in theory is now 

frequently capable of verification on the basis of these documents. 

They are extremely valuable in giving a more accurate picture of Judaism 

at the time of John; they make it apparent that Judaism was not a mono

lithic system but was inclusive of various sect~ whose independent 

teachings may have influenced the popular thought. The probability of 

a connection between John and Qumran or a similar group is worthy of 

consideration, although its certainty will perhaps never be established. 

Furthermore, the writings of the Dead Sea community make it clear that 

many of the concepts contained in the gospels, particularly the fourth, 

are not from a later period as had sometimes been thought, but were in 

existence at the time of John and Jesus.19 Nevertheless, as F. Bruce 

has said: 

For all its resemblances to the Qumran movement, Christianity 
owes its essential character to something quite distinctive-
the life and teaching of its founder. No doubt the Qumran 
sectaries owed much to the shadowy figu::-e of the Righteous 
Teacher who so stamped his individuality on the movement. 
But it is insufficient to say with Renan--and more recently 
with Dupont-Sommer--that 1 Christianity is an F.ssenism which 
has largely succeeded'. Why did it survive when Essenism 
and Qumranism disappeared? Partly because it contained all 
that was of value in Qumran--and much besides. But pre
eminently it owes not only its survival but its very being 
and character to the person and mission of Jesus--not only 
in his interpretation of O.T. prophecy, but in the way in 
which his interpretation comes true in his own life and 
achievements.20 

19Roland E. Murphy, 11The Dead Sea Scrolls and New Testament Com
parisons," Catholic Biblical Quarterly, XVII (July, 1956), 265-268. 
In this article Murphy points out that many of the similarities between 
the New Testament and Qumran are due to a common source, the Old Test
ament and Apocryphal literature. 

20f. F. Bruce, "Qumran and Early Christianity, 11 New Testament Studies, 
II (1955-1956), 190. ' 
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What is said.of Christianity is in a similar way true also of the work 

of John the Baptist, for after acknowledging the possibility of John's 

relation to Qumran Bruce also says: 

But even if John did owe some debt to the Qumran community, 
it was a new impulse which sent him forth •to make ready 
for the Lord a people prepared' (Luke i.17) ••• when 'the 
word of God came to John the son of Zechariah in the wil
derness' (Luke iii.2), as it had come to many a prophet 
before, he learned and proclaimed the necessity for some
thing more than the teaching or action of Qumran.21 

While, therefore, the discovery of the Scrolls can be and has been used 

by some to deny the uniqueness of Joh.~ and his message, it also can be 

and has been properly used by scholars to clarify the divine origin, 

character, and content of his message in relation to contemporary 

movements. 

For this group of scholars, the gospels are for the most part 

considered as documents which give an accurat e account of the mission 

and activity of John and his relation to Christ. In taking this view, 

interpreters of this school recognize what are frequently apparent 

contradictions in the accounts of the gospels. However, they feel 

that most of these apparently contradictory elements can be harmonized 

if one considers the purpose of each gospel and then recognizes the 

reason for the choice of certain elements and the omission of others. 

It is this selectivity on the part of the evangelists which frequently 

accounts for the apparent contradictions. L~ addition, it must be 

remembered that the information which we have is very limited and if 

we had the full knowledge of all factors, what appears to us as con-

21Toid., p. 189. 
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tradiction might not in fact be so. Apparently these contradictions 

were no problem for the writers of the gospels.22 

But no matter which view is taken, it becomes apparent that the 

link between John the Baptist and Jesus is incapable of explanation in 

terrns of a natural development alone. The ultimate link between the 

two is the divine initiative in their missions and in the writings of 

the Old T estarnent, particularly Old Testament prophecy. A reading of 

the account of the activity of both cannot help but leave the reader 

with this overwhelming impression. Their words and actions are a 

renewal and continuation of the activity of these former leaders of 

Israel, yet not only a continuation, but a significant advance beyond 

their position. 

The prophetic note is already struck in the words armouncing the 

divine impulse which sent John on his mission. 

IH:ou 
• 

C I r -
In contrast to the general O >lo ,o~ -tov /Jsov, 

, ~ 
f '7 .i.<~ signifies a particular utterance and indicates divine inspi-

ration.23 A close Old Testament parallel is that in which the call of 

Jeremiah is announced.,+'ofqA-< to1i &eo'i> o 1~.fvuo ~ift 'X'lfE..l(("'...,(Jer. 1:1). 

As the call had come to the prophets of old, so it now came to John. 

22J. o. F. Murray, "The Witness of the Baptist to Jesus," The 
Expository Times, XXXVII (1925), 103-109. 

23Alfred Plummer., "A Critical and Exegetical Cor.unentary on the 
Gospel According to St. Luke," The International Critical Commentary., 
(F.dinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1901)., p. 85. 

/ 
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This was a startling event, f or no prophet had been known in Israel 

for several hundred years. This is not to say that there had been no 

religious speech or literature in Israel for a long period; the pre

Christ i an apocalyptic literature bears ample witness to the fact that 

it was t here. However, Israel had not seen an outburst of prophetic 

activi ty such as that inaugurated by John for several hundred years. 

Hen of the Maccabean age recognized this, as I Maccabees 4:46; 14:41 

and 9:27 clearly show. For a nation which had experienced prophetic 

activit y almost continuously, at least from -;;he time of Samuel on, this 

loss was keenly felt, for it seemed as though God had withdravm from 

His people. It was the glory of John to revive this prophetic function 

at the command of God, and t he breaking of the silence of God toward 

His people caused a thrill to run throughout the land of Israel. A new 

prophet had arisen, and all the country around Jordan went out to hear 

him. 

The relationship of John to the prophets of old is already indicated 

i n the inf ancy narrative concerning him. Not only was his birth a strik

ing event by virtue of the angelic announcement and the advanced age of 

the parents, but even the wor ds of the announcement are most striking. 

As the spirit of the Lord filled the prophets of old, so the Spirit 

would be a guiding, empowering, and sustaining force in the life of this 

child. According to Luke's report the angel said, 11he shall be filled 

with the Holy Spirit even from his mother's womb and he shall turn many 

of the sons 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 ••• (2 :15-17 ). This was to be a manifestation of the 

Spirit unparalleled in the life of the Jewish people since the time 
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prior to the days of the :Maccabees. This spirit which was promised 

remained with the child so that he grew and became strong in spirit 

(2:80). The implication is that the spiritual growth of the future 

Baptist was not automatic but was the result of the action of the 

Spirit of God within him.24 These thoughts also find expression in 

the thanksgiving Psalm of Zechariah who was filled with the Holy Spirit 

and led to speak his Benedictus (Luke 1:68-79) composed on the basis 

of Old Testament phraseology.25 

The words with which the coming of John is announced by the evan

gelists Matthew and Luke are also a reflection of the activity of the 

Old Testament prophets. In the Fourth Gospel (1:23), John, quoting 

f rom Isaiah 40, identifies himself as the voice of one crying in the 

wilderness. However, he was not the only one who had issued the call 

to repent and prepare the way for the Lord. This had been the theme 

of many of the prophetic oracles. All of these ~en were voices of God 

to the people. This chain of voices reached its climax in John who is 

identified as the Voice, the one in whom the whole prophetic call to 

preparation finds its summation.26 

24Henry B. Swete, The Holy Spirit in the New Testament (London: 
Macmillan and Company, Limited, 1921 ) , p. 16 • 

. 25Ernst Lohmeyer, "Johannes der Taufer, 11 Das Urchristentum 
(Goettingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1932), p. 2J. 

26A. Von Rohr Sauer, "Problems of Messianic Interpretation," 
Concordia Theological Monthly, XXJ..V (October, 1964), 570. 
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In addition, the announcement of his birth specifically foretold 

his activity as one which would be carried out in the spirit and power 

of Elijah. Nark's announcement of John 1 s opening activity indicates 

this also through a combination of the passage from Vs.a.lachi J with tha~ 

of Isaiah 40, Malachi I s prophecy being a.'1 explicit reference to the 

coming of the messenger and of Elijah before the great and terrible day 

of the Lord. The interrogation by the religious leaders can leave no 

other impression than that they at least suspected that he was Elijah 

or at least one of the prophets of God (John 1:19-22). The people had 

no doubt about it. Herod was afraid to put John to death even after 

he had imprisoned him because he feared the people who considered him 

a prophet (Matt. 14 :.5). The scribes and Pharisees could not answer 

Jesus' question because they feared the consequences which would ensue 

if they denied John's prophetic position (Matt. 21:24-26 pru;). It was 

a firm conviction in the minds of the laymen that John was a prophet 

of God. 

To the indication noted above, we might also add the physical 

appearance of John. He is described in a manner that recalls the 

figure of Elijah. His hairy garment and leather girdle could not but 

direct the thoughts of his contemporaries to the fiery prophet of the 

Old Testament. To be sure, there could be nothing more than the common 

dress of the desert dweller, yet the very fact that the description is 

included appears to be significant.27 At any rate, the hairy garment 

was traditionaliy considered the mark of a prophet.28 

27Kraeling, p. 14. 

28zech. lJ:4 
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The witness of Jesus corresponds to that of the people. The 

question regarding the origin of John 1 s baptism addressed to the rel

igious leaders was a witness to the fact that his baptism was of divine 

origin (Y.iatt. 11:24 par.). Yet Christ pointed to John not only as a 

prophet, but as~ than a prophet. The Old Testament prophets were 
l 

only preparatory voices for an age which was centuries in the future. 

He was the eschatological prophet, the last one to appear before that 

final age. He was the one who prepared the way for the immediate 

appearance of the Lord, the Messenger to come before the Lord would 

suddenly appear in His Temple, the Elijah who was to come if only men 

were willing to accept him and recognize him as such. He was the prophet 

who, like Hoses, stood on the summit of the mountain and saw the promised 

land lying immediately before him, yet was not permitted to enjoy the 

fullness of that land.29 From that vantage point he could foretell not 

only what the Coming One would be like, but could even identify him. 

And the people responded to his message with the witness that though 

John did no sign, everything he said concerning the Christ was true.JO 

There was good reason for the identification of John with the Old 

Testament prophetic tradition, and this identification was based not only 

on his appearance or on the events surrounding his birth, but also on 

his message. As the Old Testament prophets broke with ceremonial ritual-

ism, so also did John. 

291ohmeyer, p. 29. 

JOJohn 10:40-41. 

In his message the ceremonial element is once 
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again subordinated to the prophetic accent.31 With his appearance in 

the wilderness and his use of the threshing .floor and tree metaphor 

Joh.~ pl aced himself squarely in the prophetic tradition.32 He was a 

prophet and his whole life and message were calculated to reinforce 

that identification. 

It is the purpose of this study to investigate the message of John 

from the viewpoint of the prophetic position of John, using the message 

of the Old Testament prophets as a basis for understanding it. Since 

it appears to be an established and accepted f act that John stands in 

the prophetic tradition, it would seem t hat the basic understanding 

of his message must begin with an understanding of the prophetic utter~ 

ances both in their forthtelling and foretelling functions. Consequently 

a consideration of Apocalyptic literature and tqe Qumran writings will 

be incidental to this investigation and will be included only as it 

reflects and reinforces the basic prophetic message. 

An examination of the message of John indicates that there are at 

least five distinctive ideas which occur and which are found in the 

gospel accounts. While a different arrangement might be proposed and 

preferred by others through a combination or division of certain of the 

elements, the following five have been selected as a basis for this 

study: (1) The Kingdom of Heaven, (2) The concept of the Messiah, 

the Coming Mightier One, (3) The baptism of repentance for the re

mission of sins, (4) The baptism with .Holy Spirit and with fire, and 

(5) The Lamb of God. 

31Floyd Filson, The New Testament Against Its Environment (Chicago: 
Henry Regnery Company, 1950), p. 85. 

32Kraeling,' p. L4. 



16 

Although these concepts do not include the entire message of John, 

they appear to be the basic elements to which all the other recorded 

utterances are related. For example, the pre-existence of the Coming 

One who is mightier than John is involved in the second, fourth, and 

especially the fifth of the above categories. The threshing floor and 

tree motif is included in the fourth division. 
0

The question of the 

Baptist from prison is related especially to the second and fifth of the 

proposed areas of discussion. All these are, therefore, secondary to 

the basic concepts which have been chosen. 

On the other hand, the categories have not been reduced for a num

ber of reasons. The section dealing with the Messiah might conceivably 

have included a discussion of the Lar.ib of God, for the two concepts are 

without doubt related. However, since the one is a more general desig

nation, while the other is specific, these concepts have been differen

tiated. Similarly, the Kingdom of Heaven might have been treated as a 

subdivision of the Coming One or vice versa. Yet since the Kingdom con

cept involves more than the personality of the King and the Coming One is 

considered as more than a King, the two should properly be considered as 

separate but related concepts. The Coming One could also have been in

cluded under the prophetic utterance concerninB the baptism with Holy 

Spirit and with fire since this was to be a part of his function. How

ever, it is only one of his functions, and for this reason it appears 

wiser to make the separation. 

From this it is obvious that the message of John is a closely in

tegrated message reported and compressed by the evangelists into a 

concise yet comprehensive form. Although the various elements are 

considered separately, they should be view as a single message, the 
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full import of which can best be determined by a consideration of its 

individual elements. When this has been done, the message with its 

purpose and personal application will become clear. 



• 

CHAPTER II 

THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN IS AT HAND 

No better s ummary of the message of John could be composed than 

that reported by the evangelist Matthew alone: , "Repent! For the Kingdom 

of heaven is upon you. 111 The succeeding statements of the Baptist· reported 

by Matthew as well as the account s of the other synoptists and the evan

gelist John are a clarification of this pregnant statement in which all 

the varying threads of Israel;s Messianic hopes are drawn together.2 Yet 

with this statement one of the threads from which the Messianic fabric 

is woven is brought to the fore and impressed upon the multitudes who 

came to hear the new prophet I s message. This thread which stands out 

in contrast to all others is that of the Messianic King. 

With his opening statement John asserted that the reign of God 

was about to break in upon the sphere of history in a way hitherto 

unrealized. This was not to say that God had not been in control of 

history in the past, particularly in the history of Israel. It was 

rather to say that this rule was now to be made known and manifested in 

an extraordinary way. The new note in the teaching of John concerning 

the Kingdom is heard in the nearness of its approach. 

lMatt. J:2. This statement of Joh~ has been rejected by some as 
an authentic proclamation of the Baptist. Carl Kraeling, John the Baptist, 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1951), p. 67, for example, describes 
it as very doubtful. However, in view of the centrality of this concept 
in Judaic thought it is difficult to see why it shoulq not be historical. 
See below for a discussion of the origin of the term. 

2Adolph Schlatter, Johannes der Taufer (Basel: Verlag Friedrich 
Reinhardt, 1956),. pp. 91-92 • 
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It is a new note, for while this announcement of the coming King

dom was also a common element in the prophetic utterances of the past 

and was based upon these utterances and the ideas surrounding the con

cept of the Kingdom in Israel, its am1ou~cement by John revealed a 

sense of urgency which had not been present in previous proclamations. 

' It is this eschatological element, as well as the prophetic tone of 

the utterances reminiscent of the words of previous prophets, which 

makes it so i mpressive and startling. 

It is true that John has little to say specifically with regard to 

the Kingdom, but this is certainly understandable, for the gathering 

crowds were familiar with the . concept. In view of this, if we are to 

understand the message of John, it is incumbe~t upon us to ask questions 

regarding their conceptions of the Kingdom. For the answer to this 

question we .must turn to the Old Testament in which their thinking had 

its roots. Commenting on the understanding of this phrase in the New 

Testament period, K. L. Sch.~idt says, 

Jesus of Nazareth was not the first to speak of the Kingdom 
of God .. Nor was John the Baptist. The proclamation of 
neither is to the effect that there is such a ki.~gdom and 
its nature is such and such. Both proclaim that· it is near. 
This presupposes that it was already known to the first 
hearers, their Jewish contemporaries. This concrete link 
is decisive. It gives us a positive relationship of Jesus 
and the Baptist with apocalyptic and Rabbinic writings in 
which there are points of agreement and distinction to 
these two movements, which for their nart, derive from Old 
Testament prochecy.3 

·what is the origin of the idea of ·aod I s Kingdom? How did He come 

to be worshipped as King? The monarchy was not an original institution 

.3K. L. Schmidt, 11 ~ ... <l"l A ti'"", 11 Theel ogica.l Dictionary of the New Testa
ment, edited by G. Kittel, translated by G. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: 
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, . 1964), I, 584. Emphasis is mine. 
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within Israel. It was, in fact, an eler:ient borrowed from the surround

ing cultures, incorporating numerous ideas common to them. As it devel

oped in the surrounding nations, the monarchy oecame the embodiment of 

the people, with the king as their representative. Political and cultic 

elements were closely related in this institution, in which the king 

became the representative of the god and in f act was invested with the 

attributes of the god himself. He was the source of power and strength 

for the community, and its blessing depended upon him in life as well 

as after his death.4 

1.rJhen the monarchy was adopted as the form of government in Israel, 

many of the ideas associated with the king in surrounding cultures were 

not merely adopted, but were strongly modified. While the government 

and court language of the neighboring countries provided a ready-made 

institution and language for Israel to adopt, there were nevertheless, 

significant differences. These were due, first, to the fact that the 

religious element was suprerne in Israel and tr1at the monarchy was not 

a basic element in that religion. This reli_;ion had existed as a result 

of the covenant which God had made with Abraham, renewed with the suc

ceeding patriarchs a..'1.d ratified again at Ht. Sinai. Its basic elements 

were unchanged during the Exodus as well as the period of the Judges. 

The monarchy was therefore an institution which was brought into con

nection with an established religious her-itage and subsumed under it.5 

4sigmund Howinckel, He ·~'hat Cometh, tra:1slated by G. M. Anderson 
(New York: Abingdon Press, 1954), p. Jl. For a complete discussion of 
the concept of kingship in the nations surrounding Israel, cf. pp. 21-56. 

5G. Von Rad, 11,t!~tr1;..&~s, 11 Theological Dictionary of the New Testa
ment, p. 566. 

llff 
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The second cause for the differences was an outgrowth of this 

circumstance. In spite of the fact that cultic and political elements 

wer e -also interwoven with the monarchy in Israel., Yahweh was still 

Ki ng., and t he king was still a man a.11d not God. In fact, Yahweh was 

King of kings and Lord of lords., not only of the kings of Israel., but 

of the kings of all the nations. It was He who' set the king upon his 

t hrone, and while the possessor of the reign may be said to have 

received the Kingdom of God,6 yet the king is never deified in Israel 

as was the case in the surrounding nations., particularly Babylonia 

and Egypt. God alone is the King of all nations and of all creation.7 

The third variation., and one with which we are particularly con

cer ned., is that of the Messianic King concept which arose in Israel. 

The origin of this idea cannot be completely established in a historical 

f r amework., and the suggesti on has been made that the roots of the idea 

ar e to be found in Israel's unique view of God.a At any rate., there is 

no eschatological expectation of a Deliverer King at the end of the age 

in Babylonian or Egyptian literature. 

Mowinckel has suggested that the failure of the human king to live 

up to the expectations which were made of him at the beginning of his 

~I Chron. 28:5; 29:23; II Chron. 9:8; 13:8. Cf. also the promise 
of God in I Chron.17 :14. 

7von Rad, p. 566. 

8Ibid. If,. however., Israel's unique view of God is considered as 
historically conditioned, that is, given in a reyelation that is his
torical and has a history, then the origin of the Messianic idea can 
be established within such a historical framework. But even this view 
would tend to eliminate a prime datum of Israel's faith, the inter
vention of Goa in Israel's history. 
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reign or at the annual festival of enthronement was the starting point 

of .Messianic belief. Beca.use the ideal of ki.11gship was never fully 

realized in the reign of any king, there was always the element of 

f uture involved in the idea of kingship. At certain points in the 

history of Israel this thought was crystallized i.11to a present expec

t ation and a specific promise of a definite pe;son.9 

But wh ile t nis is true, the real starting point for the awakening 

of the hope of a Messianic King finds its clearest formulation in the 

promise of God to David. God's answer to David I s request to build a 

house for Yahweh is that David shall not build a house for Him, but 

t hat rather He will build a house for David which will last forever.10 

On the basis of this promise of God, the realization of the ideal king

ship is projected into the f~ture by the prophets. This becomes par

ticularly true in the imr.~diate ~re-exilic and post-exilic periods when 

the prophets are led to look beyond the judged house of David. Amos 

speaks of rebuilding the ruined hut of David (9:11); Isaiah refers to 

the shoot from the stump of Jesse (11:1); Jeremiah tells of the righteous 

Branch which God will raise up for David (23:25; 33:15), the same Branch 

to which Zechariah may also be referring (3:8). But there is a contin

uity with David and God's promise to him. At times the Messianic King 

9Mowinckel, p. 98. However, this does not seem to satisfy the 
question of origin entirely, for in the prophets there is a reflection 
of the existence of a Messianic idea prior to the establishment of the 
monarchy. In Gen. 49:8 as well as in Amos 9:11-1.5 and Isaiah 9 and 11 
there are paradisal motifs which indicate that the monarchy may not 
have been the starting point. In these sections the conditions of the 
Messianic era are described in terms of those ~resent at the creation 
of the world with the one who introduces this aeon being the king who 
is the shoot out of the stump of Jesse. Since this is the case, it seems 
probable that the Messianic idea in some form existed in Israel through
out its history~ · 

lOrr Sam. 7:8-i7. 
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is actually referred to as David.11 

The idea of the Hessianic King therefore plays an important part 

in the fut ure hope of Israel, but it is not always said explicitly that 

the Kingdom is to be 1uled by the Messiah. Perhaps it would be better 

to say that the rule of the Messiah and the reign of Yahweh Himself are 

not cl early distinguished.12 Numerous examples can be cited from the 

prophets in which it is stated that Yahweh Himself will rule, and these 

r ef erences include both the timeless element of His reign as well as the 

el ement of expectation. It is t he latter group·of passages which con

tains the eschatological element and which apparently forms the link 

between the Messianic Kingdom and reign of Goa.13 

Prophetic utterances deal not only with the person .of the Messianic 

Ki ng, but are also replete with references to the nature of His reign, 

r eferences which are in turn colored by Israel's conception of the 

function of the national king. As has been indicated, one of the ideas 

which was incorporated by Israel in its concept of the monarchy was 

that of the king as the protector of the people and the one concerned 

with the welfare of those whom he ruled. It requires no detailed 

searching of the history of Israel to determine that this is one of 

the functions of the national king. 

On a higher and more perfect level this is also the function of the 

l1essianic ruler as depicted by the prophets. Isaiah 9 and 11 clearly 

llHos. J:5; Jer. J0:9; Ezek. 34:23-24; 37:24. 

12von Rad, p. 568. 

13For the timeless element cf. Elc. 15:18; I Sam. 12:12; Ps. 145: 
llff.; 146:10. For the element of e>.."'Pectation cf. Is. 24:23; JJ:22; 
Zech. 3:15; 14:16; Ob. 21. 
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point to the Davidic king as the one who will rule the nations and 

establish justice for his people, a description also applied to the 

righteous Branch of Jeremia.J.i. With this description we have what came 

to be interpreted as a national form of expectation, a coming golden 

age for the Jewish people. Speaking of this common form !·~oore says: 

The national, or as i-;e might call it, the 'political expectation, 
is an inheritance from prophecy. Its principle features are 
the recovery of independence and power, an era of peace and 
prosperity, of fidelity to God and His law, of justice and 
fair-dealing and brotherly love among men, and of personal 
r ectitude and piety. The external condition of all this is 
liberation from the rule of foreign oppressors; the internal 
condition is the religious and moral reformation or regen
eration of the Jewish people itself. This golden age to 
come presents itself' to the imaginat ion as a renascence of 
the golden age in the past, the good old times of the early 
monarchy, and in this the revival of the kingdom of a prince 
under the Davidic line.14 

The song of Zechariah at the birth of John reflects these ideas.15 

He blesses the God who has raised up salvation in the house of His 

servant David to save His people from the hand of their enemies and 

all those who hate them, in order that they might serve God. 

The force which lies behind the king and his achievements in the 

history of Israel is God Himself, and the king is able to achieve his 

objectives because he is the bearer of the Spirit of God. This is 

evident in the life of Saul, Israel's first king. When he has been 

chosen by God, the Spirit of God comes upon him after his anointment; 

he prophesies and in the strength of the Spirit overcomes the enemies 

of Israel and brings peace to the land (I Sam. 10:10; 11:6). When he 

turns against God, the Spirit of God is withdrawn from him, an evil 

l4o. F. Moore, Judaism In the First Centuries of the Christian Era 
the Age of t he Tannaim (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1927), II, 324. 

15Luke 1:68-75. · 

1 
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spirit ta~es its place, t h e kingdom is remo·1eci from his pmrer 

(I Sam. 16:14), and the Spirit of God falls upon his successor, David 

(I Sam. 16:lJ). The possession of the Spirit is closely associated 

with the anointing of the King, and 11The Lord 1 s Anointed" became a 

common desienation for the ruler of Israel. 

The future Messianic ruler is proclaimed as being endowed with 

the same Spirit of God. The Spirit of the :i...ord is to rest upon the 

shoot from the stump of Jesse so that he may judge wisely and destroy 

the wicked (Is. 11:1-4). It is this same Spirit which is upon the 

Suffering Servant (Is. 42:1-h) equipping him for his task, which 

includes that of 11 subduing11 the nations.16 

For all his power, the national king is a servant of God taken 

from among the people. As sue~ he represents the people before God. 

The concerns, the honor a nd the shame of the king are those of the 

people. He is the embodiment of the entire community. His piety leads 

to piety on their part and his sins infect the whole nation and bring 

about its destruction. This is the theme of the recorded history of 

the kings of Israel. 

It is important to notice that the coming Child of Isaiah 9 is 

also from among his people. He is born 11unto us 11 and the people share 

in the justice which he establishes. The Coming One of Isaiah 53 

stands among his people unrecognized, bears their sick~esses and their 

sins. Through him healing and forgiveness comes. 

Thus, a whole complex of religious and political ideas was linked 

with the concept of the empirical king of Israel as well as with the 

16The ques~ion of the identification of the Suffering Servant with 
the :Messianic King will be dealt with in a later chapter. 
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Messianic King. Although they might not have been able to formulate 

it clearly, it is this Messianic concept which must have arisen in the 

minds of t hose listening to the proclamation of John. 

With this pronouncement that the Kingdom of Heaven was at hand, 

John not only aroused Messianic hopes but also indicated that God 

Himself was about to break in upon history with' His rule. This is 

involved in the t erm which he used to identif y the coming event, 

11 Kingdom of Heaven. 11 The term Kingdom of Heaven is used only by 

Mat thew, while the other synoptists prefer the term "Kingdom of God." 

This use of the term Heaven owes its origin to Jewish reverence which 

r efused to allow the pious to Sf. eak the name of Yahweh. Thus the 

t er m tl 1, J (j) became a substitute for "God dwells 11 or "God is present." .,. . ·.· 

Kuhn points out that it is closely related t o the i7 l ,fl 1 ~<I;! of the 

Old Testament, and as the term '1 { 1 
~ <.µ became a substitute for the 

phrasei7 I ,7, / :)_cf/ so later Judaism uses the term..Il .1 JJV/. D·I ).~1 for 11God 

is King. 1117 

Against this background it becomes clear that the Kingdom of heaven 

or of God is not a territory under God's rule, but rather refers to the 

kingship of God. John's expression therefore is a statement indicating 

17a. Kuhn, "~<Y'tr,£Ss ," Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, p. 571. 
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that God is about to exert His rulership and make it manifest.18 

In a later Jewish thought the phrase II~~ <.p° tl·J J ~11. occurs most 

frequently in two types of passages: (1) those which speak of 

accepting the yoke of the kingdom of God, or (2) those which refer to 

the manifestation of the kingdom of God. The first of these involves 

a personal decision by which a man acknowledges· or rejects God's rule. 

The fact that the possibility exists of making the choice indicates 

t hat God 1s kingdom is not yet mani fest. If it were, no one could deny 

t hat God is King. The second expression points to the end time when 

God's rule becomes apparent to all. The Kingdom of God in this latter 

sense was the object of Jewish petitions.19 Legalistic Judaism felt 

that t his r.ianifestation could be brought abo:.it through its own activity. 

This is reflected in sayings which declare that if all Israel would 

keep one Sabbath perfectly the Kingdom of God would immeciiately come. 

0:1 the other hand it was also recognized by some that the manifestation 

of the Kingdom of God does not result from the activity of ~.an or the 

working out of any historical process but rests entirely in the hands 

of God. It has its roots in the hope and expectation of the ideal 

Davidic King who will come at the end of the age at a time determined 

by God. 

18sverre Aalen, "'Reign' and 'House' in the Kingdom of God in the 
Gospels, 11 New Testament Studies, VIII (1961-1962 ), 22lff ., attempts to 
equate the Kingdom with a community or realm, particularly in the 
thought of Christ. This interpretation places the emphasis on the 
territory or group which God rules rather than on the ruling activity 
of God. While it is true that God's rule involves a territory or group 
of people, · the origin of the term i.~dicates that the ruling activity of 
God should receive the greater emphasis. For further support of the view 
of Aalen, cf. Ernst Lohmeyer, Lord of the Temple, translated by Stewart 
Todd (London: Oliver and Boyd, 1961). 

19Kuhn, p. 574. · 
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It becomes apparent then that in the thought of later Judaism the 

age of the Messiah and the coming of the Kingdom of God are not com

pletely identical. The one frequently precedes the other, so that the 

{ o- X-<. t- n' achieves its completion only in the D ~ ,sJ <j! $7·1 J 3 /J where 
• y 

God is all i n All. Kuhn summarizes: 

Thus the two concepts are heterogeneous. To be sure they 
often appear together as the two things on which the hope of 
Israel, bo~h national and religious, is set. But they are 
nowhere brought into an inner relationship. Nowhere do we 
have the t hought that the Kingdom of the Messiah is the 
D _,/Jlj! g .J ,;}1.7, or .that;> the Hessic>-"1 by his operation will 
bring in the D~/;J'J) r1·J:>7~ or vice versa. Such a link with 
the thought of the Messiah is quite imRossible in terms of 
the strict concept of the /J .• l;J ~ !:N ) ~ J? • 20 

While this is true in later Jewish thought, it is quite probable that 

at the time of John's proclamation this distinction was not so sharp 

and the concepts were intermingled, as Kuhn himself indicates.21 

Gathering together the thoughts of the concept, Kingdom of Heaven, 

in Judaism we find that John 1 s proclamation indicates the expectation 

of the Lordship of God coming down into the world., It is a reign, not 

a realm, which comes into being as a purely divine intervention and is 

not brought into existence by human effort. There is nothing which can 

prevent this Kingdom from arriving. It is about to break in. There is 

nothing which can cause it to appear. It will come when God's time has 

arrived. He has set a definite date for the· great deliverance which 

nothing can hasten and nothing can delay. And the time is at hand. 

This appearance of God at the end nf ~he age is the burden of the 

Old Testament prophetic me~sage. God will manifest His salvation in a 

20Toid. 

21Ibid. 
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manner similar to the salutary events of Israel's past history, with 

this difference; those events ,:ere temporal and preparatory, this one 

will be final and permanent. Israel's existence depends upon it. For 

herthis appearance of God is a matter of life or death.22 It is a time. 

for destructi on of the enemies of Israel and the salvation of God's 

people. 

This message which is already found in t he proclw.ation of the Old 

Testament prophets was fastened upon and €A-tended by the writers of 

a1=ocalyptic literature. A development took place in the conception of 

the one great eschatological event. The picture which is presented by 

the wr i ters is one which is confused, marked by a dualistic conception, 

and incaz;able of reduction to a single pattern. The expectation which 

it proclaims, however, revolves around two central points: "God's 

decisive intervention in hist ory and human experience, and the final 

state of the redeemed to which the intervention leads. 1123 We find this 

trend of thought occurring already in Dan. 7:9-14 where the Ancient of 

Days is seated upon the throne pronouncing judgment and giving to the 

one like a son of man an everlasting dominion. The seventeenth Psalm 

of Solomon speaks of the Davidic 11essiah in the same vein. Here ,ie 

find the passage: 

Behold, O Lord, and raise up unto them their king, the son of 
David, at the time in which Thou seest, 0 God, that he may 
reign over Israel Thy servant, And gird him with strength, 
that he may shatter the unrighteous rulers, and that he may 
purge Jerusalem from nations that trample (her) do,m to 

22Norman Perrin, The Kingdom of God in the Teaching of Jesus 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1963), p. i6i. 

23 . 
Ibid., p • . 167. 
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destruction. WiselY, righteously he sh~l l thrust out sinners 
from (the) inheritance, He shall destr o;r the pride of the 
sinner as a potter's vessel, with a rod of iron he shall 
break in pieces all their s ubstance, he shall deptroy the 
godless nations with the work of his mouth ••• 24 

Similar quot ations could be adduced f rom Enoch, the Sibylline Oracles, 

Qumran literat ure and others.25 

Wnile there is a difference in tone in these Apocalyptic writings, 

t he cause of wh ich can be traced back to the national situation, they 

are never theless reminiscent of the writings of the prophets. We find 

s ome of the s ame thoughts in Isa. 11:4. The ;-iessiah will smite the 

earth with the rod of his mouth, destroying -;:.he wicked and ruling with 

righteousness. Evaluating t he Psalms of Solomon Torrey coneludes: 

It is obvious that the poet is here de<:.ling with long
f amiliar ideas a11d expressions. He and his readers held 
the same doctrine which i s set forth in ~noch, the same 
in all par ticulars as t hat which was enounced [_ sicJ by 
Second Isaiah more than three centuries earlier.26 

For John and his listeners the concept of t he Kingdom of Heaven 

would include elements of apocalyptic as well as prophetic nature. It 

i s worthwhile to note that John has nothing to say about how this King

dom will come into being and how God will spec i fically manifest His reign. 

This may indicate that his view embraces a variety of influences, in

cluding both prophetic and apocalyptic elements. Nevertheless, it 

24Ps. Sol. XVII: 23-27. This passage as well as all other passages 
f rom the apocryphal literat ure is taken from R.H. Charles, The Apocrypha 
and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testa~ent . (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1913). 

25For a complete listing see Perrin, pp. 166-167. 

26c. C. Torrey, The Apocryphal Li terature (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1945), p. 108. 
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should also be noted that this ·1ack of specif i city is found in prophetic 

proclamation, whereas apocalyptic literature tends to be more specific. 

' John 's emphasis, like that of the prophets, is simply that God is about 

to break in upon history with His reign. In view of the question which 

he later asks from his prison cell, it appears quite obvious that his 

conception of the Kingdom of Heaven was someHhat different from that 

which he saw taking place in the activity of Ch~ist. His conception is 

scar cely so clear that one can say: 

Has meint Johannes mit dem 1Himnelreich 1 ·? Dieser Ausdruck 
f i ndet sich oft im Neuen Testament, von unserm Heiland 
selbst gebraucht. Es wir d mit diesem Gnadenreich Christi 
hier a.uf Erden bezeichnet, zumal das Gnadenreich, wie es 
im Neuen Bunde Gestalt annimmt. Es ist das Reich, in dem 
Christus als Konig regi ert, das er selber baut, ja das er 
sich mit seinem Blut erkauf t hat. Di escs Reich besteht 
in ihm, grlindet sich au:· i hm, kom:nt mit i hm. Wo er ist, 
da ist sein Gnadenreich; wo er nicht is~, da ist such sein 
Gnadenreich nicht; wo er kommt, da dornmt sein Gnadenreich.27 

Nor can we say with finality that he had no thought of an earthly king

dom as was suggested by E. F . Brand when he wr ote: 

In Joha.Ylnes Predigt k~nnen wir keinen .'\nhalt finden, dasz 
er an solch ein Reich gedac:ht habe. Er hatte sonst wahrlich 
als Vorlaufer andere Vorkehrungen fur cias Komrnen eines Herrn 
gefordert. Hat er den, welchen er seinen Zuhorern verkundigte, 
als einen irdischen Konig erwartet oder sein Reich als ein 
irdischesangesehen, so hatte er wahrlich andere Vorbereitungen 
zu dessen Empfang gefordert. Nein, er denkt einzig und allein 
an ein Reich, das uberirdisch ist wie dessen Konig, himrnlisch 
wie sein Gott. Er denkt an das Reich, das Gott auf Erden, 
aber in den Herzen der .Menschen aufrichten will, ein 
geistliches Reich, worin der Hessias als geistlicher Konig 
ein geistliches Volk regiert.28 

27c. J. Heuer, ·"Johannes der Taufer," Verhandlungen der Deutschen 
Evangelisch--Lutheri schen Synode Hissouri, Ohio und ancieren Staaten 
:Minnesota Distrikts, 1912, p. 31. 

28E. F. Brand, 11 Joha.11nes der Taufer," ProceedinRS of the Fifty
Sixth Convention of the Eastern District of ~he Evangelical Lutheran 
Synod of Missouri, Ohio and Other States, 1931, p. 25. 

' ., 
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Such a statement is hardly possible, not only in view of the question 

of Joh,--i, but also in view of the apparent mi sunderstanding oi: the nature 

of the i<ingdom by Jesus' disciples themselves even at the time of His 

ascension.29 It is questionable, to say t he least, to read back into 

John 's statement the understanding of Christ, the Apostles, or the 

early Church. His understanding must be determined on the basis of 

his actual proclamation. 

Yet it must be recognized that the proclamation itself contains 

no "earthly" elements. There is no suggestio::1 for a campaign to bring 

about the shedding of the Roman yoke. The s~bjugation of the nations 

by Israel has no part in it. It is an exclusively religious proclamation 

concerning the establishment of the reign of God through Trilt. '3 ..«. ~ 

and TT; s • As the last of the Old Testament prophets, his position 

at the beginning of his work may be descr ibed as being similar to theirs, 

a posit ion which is described in the New Testament as one of searching 

and inquiring "about this salvation; they inquired what person or time 

was indicated by the Spirit of Christ within them. 1130 . .. 
The note upon which John's message opens according to Matthew is 

also t he opening note in the proclamation of Christ.31 But with the 

unfolding of His proclamation we are no longer left in doubt about the 

Kingdom or its nature of manifestation. L~ His reply to the Baptist it 

is ma.de clear that the Kingdom of God has arrived with the appearance of 

29Acts 1:6. 

JOr Peter 1:10-11. 

31Matt. 4:17; Mk. 1:15. 
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Himself (Matt. 11:4-6 par.). Pointing to the prophetic message of 

Is. 61:1, Jesus tells John that his prediction and proclamation is 

true ar.d is being fulfilled, although in a manner unforeseen by him. 

The miracles which Christ performs and the good news which is being 

preached is the evidence that the Kingdom of Heaven has arrived 

( I.k. 4: 18-20). To the Pharisees Jesus can say; 11 If I by the finger 

of God cast out demons, then is the Kingdom of God come upon you. 11 32 

This is nothing less than saying that the Kingdom of God is present 

in His person. With His arrival, the reign of God has come. 

Again we notice that, as with John, Christ's message is linked to 

the Old Testament. As John according to the Fourth Gospel (1:23) cites 

Isaiah at the opening of his ministry, so does Christ.33 As the message 

of John reflects the prophetic utterances concerning the Kingdom, so 

Christ cites the prophets to show that with His arrival upon the scene 

of history God has broken into the world with His almighty power. On 

the basis of the prophets John proclaims the coming of the Kingdom; on 

the basis of the same prophets Christ announces its arrival. John 

exhorts those who hear him to prepare themselves to accept the Kingdom 

which is imminent; Christ's proclamation of the Kingdom is a demand to 

s ubmit to the reign which has already come into being. Both John and 

But John could 

only speak of a future event; with the appearance of Jesus, God's 

reign was beginning to J'll.anif est its elf.· John proclaims the coming 

of the King and .urges his listeners to be prepared for His Coming 

32Luke 11 :20o 

33Luke 4 :16-:-21. 
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so that they will not be condel'flned. With th8 appearance of Jesus, the 

King has arrived and the comment of the evan5elist John -on the appearance 

of Christ is simply, "He who believes in Him is not condemned; He who 

does not believe is condemned already (J:18). The call of Christ, 

"::lepentl For the .Kingdom of Heaven is at har..d , 11 is a final call and 

requires final decision. 1,ine :1 He speaks, He brings the last word, 

the final possibility offered by God. The axe is no longer laid at 

the root of the trees. It is swir,ging downward with the final stroke, 

and a man's 11yes:r or "no" t o tee der:ia:-.d of C:-,:- ist for subr:iission to 

!"!i mself determines his fate. The Kingdo:n of Heaven is here, although 

God I s power to save and dest~oy still lies veiled under the form of 

the Ser vant. "Where man res_conds to the call of Christ in faith, i.e., 

obedience, he is in touch with the Kingdom of God which comes without 

his cooperationo 11 34 

34schmidt, p. 587. 



CHAPTER III 

THE MIGHTIER ONE COMES 

Although John's proclamation of the coming Kingdom is partially 

clarified in the few statements recorded by the evangelists, it is 

not eworthy that t.'fle statements include no further reference to a King. 

He is content to simply say: 11The one who comes after me is mightier 

than I:, and I am not fit to take off his shoes. nl In an age permeated 

with the thoughts of a Messianic deliverance, a whole host of images 

was aroused with this designation, images which have their origin in 

prophetic utterances of the past. It is our purpose here to examine 

the complex of Messianic ideas which had arisen in Israel out oft.his 

backgroung. 

At the time of John, Israel was aroused to a fever of expectation 

by its national situation. The prophets had promised deliverance but 

it had not been forthcomingo The brief period of independence under 

l11atto J:ll; Mk. 1:7; Lk. J:16; Jn. 1:27; Acts 13:25. The slight 
differences in wording do not appear to be of any decisive significance. 
<Iqh21 also ~pe9-ks of ,the Com_j.ng One in Johi;. 1:15.J_O !llld adds the phrase 
0 o,r1ri,J .«OV £.f):bll.£."10$ C.<t7T'fo"'/)E,y ..,.~., ~£.~o..,£-i ~t-L 715 t.Ji:05 .,<(_O" '[Y . and 

, ~I -' h <J ;,1 / I -" c., ,... ' 
~"/r(O-'<l 4-ov t: _p:t..+-{I ot.--l{f 05 [~7f"Jor /i E.,/ ~OU ~(.~ovf., Ott -njult:O!, Liou 9t'in a 

reference to his pre-existence. In the words which depict the service 
of a slave for his w.aster, that of untying or carrying his shoes, 
Schlatter, Kraeling, and Scobie not only see an expression of the in
feriority of John to the Coming One but also a reference to his humanity. 
The last two also see the comparison between John ·and the Coming One as 
a clear indication that John was not expecting the Coming One to be God 
since no pious Jew would venture to compare himself to God. Adolf 
Schlatter, Johannes der Taufer (Basel: Verlag Friedrich Reinhardt AG., 
1956)9 p. lOJ. Carl Kraeling, John the Baptist (New York: Charles 
Scribner 1s Sons, 1951), PP@ 53-55; and Charles Scobie, John the Baptist 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964), pp. 66~ 



the Maccabees which had held out such great hopes had been dashed to 

pieces by the imposition of the Roman yoke and had only served to 

heighten this expectant atmosphere. ·rhe promise of the lord still 

stood: 11Behold I send my messenger to prepa::-e the way before me, 

and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly com0 into his temple. 112 

His coming would surely not be delayed much longer. 

Various elements from the past history of the nation had combined 

with t his passage from Malachi to supply answers to the questions which 

were asked concerning the place and manner o.f His coming. Most fre-

quently the answer to the question regarding the place of His appearance 

was that it would occur in the desert. This is reflected in the words 

uith which the appearance of John is announced.3 The wilderness theme 

occurs frequently in prophetic literature, for it was only natural that 

the appearance of the final deliverance would be associated with the 

great deliverance event of Israel's past. Looking back, man could see 

that Israel's most intimate relations with God had taken place during 

the Exodus. Here in the wilderness God had taken them and shaped them 

into a people. He had guided them, led them, fed them, protected them 

and delivered them from bondage. God and people had never been bound 

3Matt. 3:3; Mk. l:2.3; Lk. 3:4~. Lrl 112.rk the passage from Is. 40:3 
is combined with Hal. 3:1. In contrast. to tne synoptists, the evangelist 
John reports this announcement as a word oft-he Baptist himself. The 
difference is most likely due only to a variation in the manner of re
porting the eva..~t. 
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as closely and uninterruptedly as they had been on that occasion.4 

As the prophets adopt t his theme in their proclamatio!l of the 

coming Messianic age, the wilderness assumes an eschatological 

character and significance. After describing Israel's unfaithfulness 

under the figure of his unfaithful wife, Hosea uses the wilderness 

theme to speak of God I s method of bringing Isra'el back to Himself: 

"Therefore, behold I will allure her; and bring her into the wilder

ness aT1d speak tenderly to her and there I will give her vineyards •• 

• • n (2:16'). It is God who will lead the retuyning remnant of Israel 

through the wilderness back to their native land, opening up rivers 

on the mountains and fountains in the midst of valleys, causing water 

to f low from the rocks as at the Exodus.5 He will make Israel walk 

back from captivity past brooks of water and in a straight path.6 

It is apparent that this theme of the Messianic deliverance in 

the wilderness was a prevalent one in Israel. Recent discoveries at 

Qumran have shown that the sect which occupied this site withdrew to 

the region near the Dead Sea because, on the basis of Is. 40:3, they 

expected an appearance of the Messiah in the wilderness.? The implication 

of Jesus 1 question, 11What went ye out i nto the wilderness to see?118 

4 
tt 

&nst Lohmeyer, 11Johannes der Taufer, 11 Das Urch;ristentum (Goettingen: 
Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1932), I, 48. G. Kittel, 11 (5'1.1v0 ~ ,

11 Theo
logisches Worterbuch zum Neuen Testament, edited by G. Kittel (Stuttgart: 
Verlag von W. Kohlhammer, n.c.), II, 6$5-656. 

5Is. 40:3; 41:18; 42:16; 4J:19.20; 48:21. 

6Jer. 31:9. 

7wm. H. Brm,mlee., "Messianic Motifs of Qumran and the New Testament, 11 

Ne,-1 Testament Studies, III (1956-19.57), p. 197. 

8Matt. 11:7; Lk. 7:24. 
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as well as1 His warning to avoid the desert i :.:' the appearance of the 

Messiah in· the desert is announced, r efl ects ',.,he sa.'lle prevalence of 

this expectation.9 The reference in Acts 21:38 to Theudas and the 

Egyptian who led a revolt ir, the desert as well as the notices of 

J h . . . "' t h .;._ ... h "' th~ t d;t· 10 os ep us give evio ence 0.1. •• e s .. .:.-eng "· 0 .1. •• _s ra _ ion. 

Another tradition, however, placed the a:r,pearance of the Hessiah 

in Jerusalem in association with the temple. This too has its roots 

in the proclc>..ma.tion of the prophets e .Malo 3 :1 was the basis for such 

a belief but it found added evidence in other places. In the latter 

days the mountain of the house: of t he Lord would be estab:ished and 

the Lord would reign over his people from Mt. Zionell At this time 

according to Is. 66:6 the voice of the Lord would be heard from the 

temple, a11d Zech. 6 :12 tells us that the Branch will build the temple 

of the Lord. In the later rabbinic writings it is said that when the 

Messiah reveals himself he will come and stand on the roof of the 

temple,12 but the fact that this expectation is already. present in Jesus• 

time may be inferred from the temptation story in which Jesus is urged 

to cast himself dovm from a pinnacle of the temple and thus satisfy a 

co:m,'!lon expectation of his dayo 

9Matt. 2L.:26. 

10Josephus, "Antiquities, 11 Complete Works of Josephus (New York: 
Bigelow, Brov.'Il and Company, Inc., n.d. ), XVIII, 4, l; XX, S, land 8, 6. 

llr.ficah 4 :1-4, 6-7. 

12Herrr~n L. Strack and Paul Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testa
ment aus Talmud und I1idrash (Muenchen: Beck1 sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 
1921), III, 9o 
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Not only the place of the Hessiah 1 s coming but also the manner of 

His appearance was a cause for speculation. The prophets speak only 

of the appearance of the Messiah without any clear description of the 

manner or time of His appearance. There are references in the lit

erature of Judaism both to the "Days of the Messiah" and the "Day of 

the Messiah" and these are t wo separate concept:s.13 The day of the 

Messiah is· apparently the time when the l:1essiah is revealed, and it is 

the work of the Hessiah which constitutes this revelation. Another tra-

dition, apparently referred to first in Justin's Dialogue with Trypho 

i n the middle of the second century A.D. indicates that the Messiah 

mi ght be born and living somewhere, but would remain unknown until 

Elijah comes, anoints Him a.nd reveals Hirn to all.14 Apparently this 

tradition of the "hiddenness" of the Hessiah is not of late origin, for 

it is already reflected in the request of the brothers of Jesus to reveal 

Himself if He is the Messiah.15 The Servant Song of Is. 53 already 

describes the Hessiah as one who grew up a.r.iong His people unknmm, 

lJsigmund Mowinckel, He That Cometh (New York: Abingdon Press, 
n.d. ), p. J04. The "Days of the i'-1essiah11 is a term involving a des
cription of the conditions and events which are present during the 
l'!essia.11ic reign. The 11Day of the Messiah" is a term which refers 
to the actual appearing of the Messiah. 

14Justin l<iartyr, "Dialogue with Trypho, 11 The Ante-Nicene Fathers 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1926), I, 199. 11But Christ--I;f He 
has indeed been born and exists anywhere--is unknown, and does not 
even know Himself, and has no power until Elias comes to anoint Him 
and make Him manifest to all. 11 

15Mowinckel, p. J06. 
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despised, and rejected by them. Renembering the thought that the "Day 

of the Messia.11 11 is revealed through the work of the Messiah, it is in

t eresting t o note t!'lat it is His works to which Jesus points in answer 

to the quest ion of John concerning His identity as the Coming One. The 

source of the idea that t he Hessiah is already present, unknown and 

wandering about among people may be found in th'e longing for His day 

to ap~ear,16 but it may also be that the thoughts of the Messiah's 

11hiddenness 11 are already present in the words of the prophets with 

their vague descriptions of his manner of manifestation. 

When the Hessiah does appear, his appearance will be sudden, un

awaited, unfo:-eseen. This is the n9te sounded in Hal. J:l. His ap

pearance cannot be determined on the basis of any mathematical calcu

lat ion, although later apocalyptic literature made the attempt. The 

general impression is that his appearance will be marked by a sudden 

miraculous manifestation. 

Yet there are certain indications which point to the nearness of 

his arrival. Foremost among these is the phenomenon knovm as the "birth 

pangs" of the ?1essiah which will herald his conrl:,ng, a circumstance which 

the Rabbis refer to as the 11 t ravail of the Nessiah. 1117 This is a reference · 

not to the suffering of the Nessiah himself, but to the labor of the 

nation during which the Messiah is brought forth. The origin of the 

phrase is found in Micah 5:J: "Therefore He shall give them up until 

16G. F . Moore, Judaism in the First Centuries of the Christian Era 
the Age of t he Tannaim ('Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1927), II, 
361. 

17Joseph Klausner, The Messiani c Idea in Israel, translated by 
W. F. Stinespring (New York: The !·fa.cmillan Co., 1955), p. 82. 
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the time when she who is in travail has brou~ht forth ••• 11 ; this is 

interpreted t o refer to a period of oppression which will precede the 

arrival of;. the ruler coming f orth from t:1e house of Dav.id. It includes 

the element of judgment involved i n the prophetic descriptions of the 

11 Day of the Lord, 11 a time of oppression by foreign nations. In this 

crisis of j udgrnent, the wicked will be punis'.'."!ad' and the righteous 

delivered. The concept of t he "birth pangs 11 of the Hessiah is 

vividly portrayed in the Book of Enoch and i n the Aggadah of Judaism, 

but Kl ausner says, 

These Aggadic descriptions sprang from the imaginations of 
the people or of the ' popular prophets• (the apocalyptists) 
on the basis of Holy Writ; and t he Book of Enoch is a re
ceiving vessel for these popular imaginings.18 

The 11travail of t he Hessiah11 is a judgnent on the generation to which 

he comes a.~d is a time for repentance. 

But there is not only confusion on the issues of the place, manner, 

and time of arrival of the Coming One, but also on the identification of 

his person. In fact, the question arises as to whether the Hessiah is 

a single individual, several individuals, or a term to be understood in 

a collective sense. 

The::-e is little evidence that at the time of John the :t1essia.11 

would have been considered a collective term. The Messianic idea is 

distinct from, and ought to be differentiated from the person of the 

Hessiah. The -t'1essianic idea involves a chain of sin, punishment, 

repentance, and redemption and is found throughout the entire history 

of Israel. The Messiah is an entity in itself.19 It appears that it 

18roid., p. 305; 

19Ibid., p. 157. 

~-
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is this confusion or i dentification of the Messianic idea with the 

person of the Messiah which has led to some of t he interpretations 

\-rhich consider the Hessiah to be a collective term. 

The Servant passages in Isaiah lend themselves most readily to 

this type of interpretation and are frequently taken as a reference to 

the entire nation of Israel. Of these, Klausne'r, for example, says: 

~ o o 51 :7. These "that know righteousness II are the servants 
of the LORD, the disciples of the prophets--the disciples of 
t:1e prophet, who are like hirri because God 's law is in their 
neartso Therefore some~imes the prophet calls them by the 
collective name, "The servant of the LO:D 1 " a.l'ld sometimes they 
are in his eyes the true Judah, "the servants of Jacob. 11 3\ren 
1-1hen he describes hir.iself a s the prophet suff ering for the 
iniquity of others and persecuted by others for doing good 
to them, he does not thereby intend to describe himself alone, 
':)ut al:i. who are faithful to God's covenant, 11 the people in 
whose heart is His l aw." If we take t his into consideration, 
we shall understand clearly all t hose passages in Second 
Isaiah about which interpreters have had difficulty.20 

I.'rl spite of this, however, there is little evidence for the col

lective Hessiah at the period which we are considering. The ¥.essianic 

idea is not the same as the .i:~essiah and it is the latter with which we 

are concerned here. This differentiation must be maintained if we are 

to formulate any definite ideas regarding the Judaic conception of the 

Messiah at the time of John. Even when this is done, the fact remains 

that the prophetic predictions do include passages which are capable 

of interpretation in the collective sense. Hellenistic Judaism favors 

the collective interpretation of the servant passages of Isaiah while 

Palestinian Judaism leans toward the unders1:,a.11.ding of the passages in 

20Ibid., pp. 161-162. 
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an individual sense. 21 This possibility may have added to the confusion 

regarding the identity of tne Corr>ing One. 

We may assume that the most cornnon idea at the time of John was that 

of the l'f:essiah as a definite individual. The concept of the king which 

has been discussed in the previous chapter makes this abundantly clear. 

He is to be a person, an individual from the lihe of David. !-ie is the 

one who comes in history from among his people. Hosea speaks of him as 

11 David their king 11 (J:.5), Isaiah calls him the 11child 11 upon whose 

shoulder the government rests (9 :6), i•!icah designates him as the ruler 

(.5 :2), Jeremiah speaks of the Branch and David their king (23:.5; JJ:15), 

Ezekiel foresees one who will be "their prince forever," the good 

Shepherd of his people (J4:2J.24), and he is the lowly king of Zechariah 

(9:9). These and other passages could be adduced to show the individ

uality of the Coming One. 

But the Messiah does not only appear in the form of a king. The 

question of the official delegation approaching John for an estimate 

of his own position enables us to deduce the fact t.11.at the l'-1:essianic 

ideas of Israel in the days of Jo~-~ were much richer and varied than 

t his. They ask him 11Are you Elijah? ••• Are you the prophet we await?" 

and although these are the only two questions recorded, John's answer 

implies that their first question was 11Are you the Hessiah?1122 To each 

of these questions John answers 11 no. 11 In view of Christ's identification 

of John as Elijah, the answer seems strange. However, in this reply 

21w. Zimmerli and J. Jeremias, The Servant of God· ( Naperville, Ill.: 
Alec R. Allenson, Inc., 1957), pp • .53, 77-78. 

22John 1:19-21. 
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we find hidden reference to the confused :-':essianic ideas of the day. 

Elijah had come to play an i,rnportant part in all 1,;essianic specu

lations. He was the one who on the basis of ~1alachi ·was to be the 

messenger. The interpretation of the rnesse:1ger had, however, developed 

in two different directions so that in some circles Elijah was identi

fied as the forerunner of the Messiah, while in others he had come to 

be i dentified with the 1•lessiah, the forerunner of God. 23 The gospels 

reflect t~e former tradition in identifying the role of John the Baptist, 

since this was the identification made by Christ Himself. 

In both of these traditions Elijah had come to play an important 

part i n the advent of the kingdom. ?1any legends had grown up around 

him so that he was to be responsible for the preparation of the people 

for a proper reception of the coming King . He was the one who was to 

se1,tle all religious questions regarding ritual purity; he would correct 

any injustices, put genealogical lists in order, restore proper worsi"iip 

t o the Temple, return all t hings to an original purity; he had even come 

t o be associated with the resurrection of tr.e dead. His task was to 

prepare the people for a proper reception of the Kingdom of God.24 

In view of the tasks popularly assigned to him, it is not surprising 

23oscar Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament (Philadelphia: 
The Westminster Press, 1959), p. 24. S. L. Edgar, 11 I~ew Testament and 
Rabbinic Messianic Interpretation, r: New Testament Studies, V (1958-1959), 
48. T. W. Manson, The Sayings of Jesus _(London: SCH Press Ltd., 1954), 
p. 69v J. A. T. Robinson, "Elijah, John and Jesus: An Essay in Detection," 
New Testament Studies, IV (1957-1958), 263-281. Strack-Billerbeck, rv, 
781-798. 

24Moore, pp. 358-360, 384. 
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that he came to be identified with the :·:essiah himself. Since this 

t hought was current in Judais:n, John 1 s denial of the identification of 

h imself with Elijah is understandable. He wa:1ted no misconceptions. 

He Has not the l··1essiah, and if Elijah was to be identified with the 

Hessiah, then he would not accept the Elijah designation.25 

But Halachi was not the only point of orig'in for beliefs concern

ing the identity of the }1essiah. The nation s earched its sacred writ

ines to learn what God had really promised f or His people. .£,.s it .did 

so it found reference not only to the King and to Elijah, but also to 

a prophet. 26 The question "Are you the proFhet'/ 11 is a reflection of 

t he idea that the Coming One was to be not only a king, or Elijah, or 

one of the prophets, but the prophet. This i dea in Judaism no doubt 

25Raymond E. Brmm, "Three Quotations from John the Baptist in the 
Gospel of John, 11 Catholic Biblical Quarterly, XXII ( 1960 ) , 297. 
Brown believes that if John thought of anyone as Elijah, at least at 
the beginning of his ministry, it was the Coming One whom he cast i..'1 
that role. On the other hand, when J esus appeared and it became evi
dent that he wa s the Messia.'1., the role of John could be clarified. 
Jesus was the one who identified John as Elijah, because He knew and 
taught that with His own appearance and work, the Kingdom of God had 
cor~e into being. The Kingdom of the l·Iessiah was the Kingdom of God. 
Elijah was to precede the Kingdom of God. Therefore John is the 
Elijah of Nalachi's prophecy. The uncertain opinions regarding the 
corning of the Kingdom were thus clarified. But t his does not mean 
that prior to the manifestation of the Hessiahship of Christ and the 
identification by Jesus, John the Baptist thought of himself in the 
role of Elija..'1. In view of the complete lack of evidence, however, 
this opinion of Brown must remain within the realm of speculation. 
The proclamation of John nowhere refers either to the Elijah of 
Malachi or the Elijah of popular expectation. 

26 
J. W. Bailey, 11John the Baptist: The ?1a, and His Message, 11 

Biblical World, llVI (1919), 419. 
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originates with the words of }loses in Deut. ::.8 :15-18: 

The Lor d your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from 
a:nong you, from your brethern--him shall you heed--just as you 
desired the Lord your God at Horeb •••• And the Lord said 
to me •••• I will raise up for them a prophet like you from 
among their brethern; and I will put my words in his mouth, and 
he shall speak to them all t hat I command him. 

As originally spoken these words may have i nvolved the authorization of 

the prophetic of fice in eeneral, including a reference to Joshua, Moses' 

successor, but the use of the singular i mplies more than this.27 The 

question posed to John with its use of the def inite article bears witness 

to the fact that Judaism understood the passage in the sense of a single, 

definite prophet. 

But, as in the case of the Elijah tradition, we are confronted with 

two divergent lines of thought. The first of these is that the r'.essiah 

himself is the prophet. The statement of the people in the ?ourth 

Gospel after the feeding of the five thousand may be a reflection of 

t his view. 28 This tradition which was common in Judaism is stated more 

clearly .in the words of the woman at the well of Sar.iaria. Replying to 

Jesus she said, 11 I know that Messiah is coming. When he comes he will 

tell us everything. 1129 This statement was made after she had already 

27E. J. Young, ~Y Servants the :?rophets (Grand P.apids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1955), pp. JO-Jl. G. Von rtad, Theologie des 
Alten Testaments (Muenchen: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 1960), II, 274. 

28John 6:14. 

29John 4:19.25. The willingness of the village citizens to in
vestigate indicates that this was not a peculiar view of the Samaritan 
woman but was rather a widespread belief. A:-:ong the Samaritans there 
was a common view regarding Taeb, the restorer, who would bring about 
repentance. This has been identified by so:ne as the Nessiah Ben 
Joseph. Cf. Klausner, p. 484. 
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indicated her recognition o: Christ as a prophet. 

The second tradition regarding t he prophet is that he is indeed 

the prophet par excellence but not to be icie:::. i.fied with the Nessiah. 

The question addressed to John distinguishes between the two, and in 

John 7 :40.)41 we discover the same distinction being made. Speculating 

on the identity of Jesus, some say heist.he ~r'ophet, while others say 

he is not the prophet, but he is the Christ. Since the definite article 

is also used here, the context at this point clearly indicates that a 

differentiation was made between the Hessiah and the prophet by some of 

the people. · For our purposes, the first tradition is most important 

because it indicates that the i:~essiah would not only be a King but also 

a prophet. Some combination of the Deuteronomy passage with the passage 

from Malachi most likely led to the identification of Elijah redivivus 

with the Messiah. If the Messiah is to be the great prophet, and if 

Elijah is to come before the Lord, the prophet who is to be the Messiah 

must be Elijah.JO 

SurMnarizing these traditions and their development, Cullmann says: 

Originally the eschatological Prophet is not merely a fore
runner of the Messiah; faith in the returning prophet is 
sufficient in itself, and to a certain extent runs parallel 
to faith in the Hessiah. The Hessiah actually requires no 
forerunner, since he himself also fulfills the role of the 
Prophet of the end time. Thus it can happen that Prophet 

JOAage Bentzen, King and Messiah (.London: Lutterworth :2ress, 1955), 
pp. 65ff. In addition to the Elijah redivivus tradition there was also 
a tradition referring to the reincarnation of Moses. Enoch 90:Jl con
tains a reference to the return of Enoch with Elijah, but there is no 
definition of his function. 
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and Mess iah are united in the sa:ne person. • • • The escha
tological Prophet of Jewish expectation originally prepares 
the way for Yahweh hirnself, since he appears at the end of 
days. Later the connection of the idea of the returnL~g 
Prophet with t hat of the ?•1essiah ::1ot only developed so that 
this Prophet is at the same time the Messiah, but also so that 
the returning Elijah is only the forerunner of the l·iessiah. • 
•• 31 

Also included among the ideas which form the shimmering picture 

of the Coming One is that of the priestly .Messiah. Lohmeyer, in par

ticular, has developed this thought, which finds some of its basis in 

t he prophecy of Malachi.32 If the Lord is suddenly to come into his 

temple to restore all things, then he must be the "Lord of· t he Temple,n 

the one who will correct all the abuses which are found there. The 

prophecy of Malachi regarding his corning appears in a context in which 

these abuses are enumerated. The prophecy of Ezekiel 40-48 concerning 

the future Messianic age centers in the temple. Here the dominant 

figure is t he Prince whose duty it is to enter the temple first (46:2), 

to present the offerings (45:17.22; 46:2-13) and to collect contri

butions from the people (46:13-17). 

The priestly background of John may account for some of the 

vocabulary in his proclamation, but it is possible that John himself 

viewed the Coming One as being endowed with priestly characteristics. 

It is a striking fact that much of his proclamation contains these over

tones. Repentance, remission of sins, and in particular, the expression 

11 Lamb of God 11 have a relation to the temple ritual. The offerings for 

31 Cullmann, p. 2J. 

J2Ernst Lohmeyer, Lord of the Temple, translated by Stewart Todd 
(London: Oliver and Boyd, 1961). 
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forgiveness brought by the people were prese:1ted to the lord by the 

priest; the daily offering o: the lambs in t ~e morning and ev~ning 

sacrif ice was a priestly fu;1ction; it was the activity of the priest 

according to the command of God which brought repentance and remission 

of sins to the people. 

Supporting evidence for the existence of the priestly '.>fessianic 

concept can be found in the Zadokite Fragr:1ents which foretell that the 

i'1essiah will arise from Aaron and Israel (2:10; 8:10; 9:10.29 @text}; 

15:4; 18:7.8), an idea which can also be obtained from Eccl~siastiajus 

45:24.25 as well as from the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs.33 The 

discoveries at Qumran also give evidence of this idea.34 We may con

clude from all this that the idea of an ideal priest was one of the 

elements involved in the Hessianic conceptions of Israel. This was a 

natural product of the religious life of the nation. Nalachi and 

Ezekiel have been mentioned as specific points of origin for this idea, 

but it may also be supposed that since not only the monarchy, but also 

the priesthood played an important part in the life of the nation, the 

failures of the contemporary priesthood ~aised Messia.~ic hopes in 

33Reuben 6:6-12; Levi 8:11-lS; Dan. S:4.10.lJ; Simeon 7:2. 

34r1a.~ual of Discipline 9:11; Damascus Covenant 12:23; 14:19; 19;10; 
20:1. There is, however, disagreement over the identification of the 
Teacher of Righteousness with the Messiah as well as over the equation 
of the Messiah of Aaron and Israel wit!?, a single individual. For a 
discussion, see James C. Greig, 11The Teacher of Righteousness and the 
Qumran Community," New Testament Studies, II (195S-1956), 119-126; 
Morton Smith, 111God I s Begetting the :•lessiah' in 1 Qsa, 11 New Testament 
Studies, V (1958-19S9), 218-224; Karl Kuhn, "Die Beiden Nessias Aarons 
und Israels, 11 i~ew Testament Studies, I (19S4-1955) 168-179. 
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pr i estly ter ms just as the failures of t h e monarchy hei6htened royal 

Hessianic expectations.35 

A f urther ~'les s i anic des i i nation anc one wl:ich is promi.'1ent in t he 

Gosf)els is t .1e title 11 So:1 of Ean. 11 H:"1ile t h e orie in oi: t he tit le has 

been much disputed and is d ifficult to trace, i t is quite ap~arent that 

i t s fi r s t appearanc e i n Juda:sm i s i n t he frOptiecy of Dan . 7 :13 where 

an eternal domi nion is given to t his figure . ).s t he context indicates, 

the Son of ?•Ian is to be identified with t11e .:3&.int s of the Most Hi gh . 

It is t h is which has caus ed some to inte r pr et the phrase i n a collective 

; / 
s ens e , in te:cms of t h e nati on of Isr ael • ..,o ,-iowever, a.71 exami nation of 

the pseudepigr aphical literature cle::rl y i ndicates t hat the ter m was 

us ed i n an i ndividual, persor.al sens e pri or -;;o t he New Testament.37 

While the t hought of an 11 Ur menscn 11 can also be f ound in r eligions 

outside I s r a el, it is c ertainly not necessary t o revert to th ese sour ces 

to account for its inclusion i n t he Ees s ianic id eas of John a nd Jesus.38 

3.5cullmann, p. 86, agrees 1-;i th t!"iis an d says, "Because of h:s of fice, 
the Hi gh Priest is the proper med i ator bet,-;e,::m God and Hi s people, and as 
such a s sumes f r om t he very begi:ming a J.:osi v:.cn oi divine eminence. 
Judais m h ad in t he Hi gh Priest a ma.ri who could satisf y already in t he 
pr esent the need of t he people !or divine meciation i n a c ultic frame
wor k . But the weaker became the corres pondence between the reality of 
the empir i cal priesthood anc their high expectat.ions, the stronger be
came the Jews I hope for t he enc.i when all t h i ngs would be fu l r~illed. 
This hope i ncluded also t he concept of priest, so that the figure of 
t he perf ect Hi gh Priest of the end t i me rnovec ever nearer that of the 
Messiah • 11 Thi s appears more likely than Viowinckel I s derivation of the 
origin of t he priestly }iess i anic idea f rom t he priestly functions of 
the King of Israel. Cf. I•!owinckel, passim. 

J6Klausner, pp. 229-230. 

37Enoch 48:2; 46:2-4; Ezra 13:1-13; 25: 53. 

38The tracing of all t h e elements involved in the concept is not our 
purpose here. We are concerned only to note t hat t he i:1essianic idea of 

· t he "Son of Man11 was present. For a discussion cf. R. otto, The Kinedom 
of God and the Son of Man (London: Lutter~·rorth Press, 1938 ). 
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The idea of t he original p e1·fect man is clear :!.y s tated in Genes is and 

pos s ibly t he f a i l ur e of ~an to live up t o God 1 s ex~ectations led to t h e 

i dea of a pe::-fect man wn o woul d retur:1 a t t:.e end of days. The Hessia:1ic 

ideas whi ch i nvolved a return t o Farad i s ial bliss would quit e naturally 

also i nclude the r et ur n of the f irst man at t he end of the age to redeem 

all mankind . Supportin6 the prophet ic orig i n of t he term Hoore says, 

It i s not likely t hat t.h e discover y of t.he Messiah in Daniel 1 s 
11Son of .Han 11 was original :-,it.h t he i'oll owers of Jesus or wit h 
hi mself . Nor i s it necessary t o s upFos e , as is cornr,only done, 
t hat t h ey got the idea from apocalyp tic c i rcl es such a s t h ose 
f rom which we have t he ?arabl es of -;;:noc:.: any more t han it is 
necessary to assume suc;1 a source .for- ;,:-.e i nterpretation to 
wh i ch Joshua ben Levi i s a wi t ness, or t.r.e mi drash which finds 
i n I Anani 1 (cloud-man) a name of t :·1e King Hess iah. • • • 39 

I n a ddition to the conc epts already cit ed, another idea current 

i :1 t he time of John and Jesus has done r.iore t o inf luence t he t :1ought of 

t he ent i re New Test ament t ha:. any of the others. This was t he concept 

of t he Servant, the source of wh i ch is, of course , the Servant Songs 

of I sai ari. There are many q uest ions whi ch r evolve around t:ie inter

pr etat ion of t hese passages, but at this point we are not concerned 

wit h a discussion of them. They need exa:r.i nation and will be treated 

under t he chapter dealing with John's designat ion of Jesus as the Lamb 

of God. For the present we are concerned only with indicating that 

they share in the shaping of the Messianic concepts of Judaiszr: at the 

time of John. 

A f urther strange belief which appears to have been present in some 

sections of Judaism was that of the Hess i ah Ben Joseph. The sources 

39i1oore, p. 336. 
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which speak of this belief are late in origin, coming from the Tannaitic 

period and do not necessarily reflect a belief current L~ the days of 

John and Jasus. Their origin may have been Obadiah 18 where the house 

oi' Joseph is described as a fla.":le. Klausner believes that the thought 

of a political and a spiritual i:-1essiah led to the creation of the two 

1'1essiahs of David and Joseph, and that later Judaism found the latter 

in the prophecy of Zech. 12 concerning the one who was pierced and in 

Ezekiel concerning the one who fights Gog anci Magog. This division took 

place also because of the fact that a 1-~essiah who is killed is entirely 

out of place in Judaic Nessianic thought.40 

Without doubt Judaism conceived of the Messia.}i as a huma..'1 being 

although obviously an outstanding one. However, in view of the witness 

of John as recorded in the Fourth Gospel, we cannot limit our investi

gation to the question of his tremendous hu~.an or super-human qualities; 

we must also include a consideration of his pre-existence.41 It has been 

said that the reference to the pre-existence of the Coming One betrays 

the theological emphasis of the evangelist., who has placed these words 

in the mouth of the Baptist in the interest of his own theology.42 

They are not to be considered as a part of the authentic proclamation 

of John. Although all the evangelists speak of the vast superiority 

of the Coming One to his precursor, the gra~ting of superiority is not 

yet a confession of pre-existence. 

40Klausner, p. 11. 

41Jn. 1:15.30 

42Kraeling, p. 34. 
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Is there a:ny evidence for the existence within Judaism of the concept 

of Nessianic pre-axistence? Judaism includes the name of the Hessia.11. 

amcng the seven t hings which existed before the creation of the world, 

but it nowhere e).-pressly ackno't1ledges the pre-existence of t.'1e .Messia.1.. 43 

Yet t here are some Messianic ideas which could very well give this im

pr es sion. The thought could be extracted from the Moses redivivus and 

Elijah r edivivus concepts. Micah in describing the ruler to come speaks 

of hi m as being from O} i Y (5 :2) and Isaiah includes among the names 

ascribed to the child that of 'y- ':J.X. ( 9 :6). From this it is clear .... : 

that t he possibility of the t hought of pre-existence cannot be excluded 

pre-emptorily from the Messianic concepts.44 Nor ca:n the possibility of 

deity since the Is. 9 passage also calls the .child 1i.3~ ~~.45 John 

could very well have thought of the .Messiah as pre-existent--if not in 

t he sense of existence from eternity, at least in the sense of pre

existence in time--even in the early period of his ministry, and the 

43Klausner, p. 460. The seven items are the Torah, repentance, 
Garden of :Eden, Gehenna, the Throne of Glory, the Temple, and the name 
of the Hessia.1-ie Klausner interprets 11The na'l'!le of the Messiah11 in the 
sense of t.he idea of the l•'.essiah by which he means the chain of sin, 
punishment, repentance, and redemption. By his own statement, however, 
he weakens his case when he says, 11 To conclude from tr.is passage that 
the Hessiah:s na'l'!le preceded the creation oft.he world (pre-existence) 
would be senseless. What need would there be for the i1essiah I s name 
i f t he Messiah himself did not yet exist ? 11 This argument is not con
vincing since the 11name of the Hessiah11 ,;-:ould most naturally be in
terpreted as referring to a definite indivicual. 

44 It must be granted that the .ll J j Y of Hie. 5: 2 need not necessarily 
mean eternity, but . may mean "antiquity." 

45The question of John's identificatio~ cf Jesus as the Son of God 
will be considered in association with the title 11 I.amb of God. 11 
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idea of his deity may also have been present or have become clear as 

the result of the later reve:!..ation at the ba]:1:,isrn of Jesus. 

What was t:i.e picture of the Hessiah a"t the time of John? The 

a11swer to the question would depend on t he person of whom it was 

asked, for the idea of the !'Iessiah ·was apparently a mosaic composed 

of t he various indications of fered by t he prophets and apocalyptists. 

King, Prophet, Elijah, Priest, Son of Han, Servant of Yahweh, i:lessiah 

Ben Joseph--all are facets of the complex image which was evoked in 

t he minds of those who heard John. The milieu of Jesus and the apostles 

had a popular character comprising a number of factors. As N:owinckel 

observes: 

t he ideas i n question were connected with each other, and 
't'rere "in t he air" in the milieu as a result of the influence 
of living traditions. They belonged to the realm of its in
herited religious ideas, and existed there in varying forms 
and in no ordered system as religious ideas usually do exist 
in the mind of th_e public. The ordinary man neither knows 
nor inquires whence he derived them. In the ti:ne of Jesus 
the theologians and those who had theological i nterests would 
try (as theologians always do) to find ther:i in the scriptures; 
and if the question ware put to them they would answer that 
that was their sourceo46 

In a religious atmosphere such as that which permeated Isr ael, 

however, it nE.Y be that not only theologians, but the common people 

sought the source of their religious ideas in scripture. Furthermore, 

it is important to note that few of the apocalyptic ideas are ref lected 

in the words of Christ and his apostles. This is most likely due ~o 

the fact that these elements had littl~ effect on the people addressed 

46Mowinckel, pp. 417-418 .. 
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by them., Whi:!.e t hey may have i mposed some influence on the popular 

Jewish mind, this inf luence should .not be overstressed. We would agree 

' 
with !·1anson who, speaking of the Nessianic i dea of Ch:?:"istia."'lity, says, 

It mus t nevertheless be insisted that all :i'·~essianic ideas, 
f::-om whatever source derived, unde:-went a total change in 
being appropriated to ·Jesus the Cr ucified, so that for our 
unde!'standing of Christianity we start J°ron the Crucified, 
a~d not f rom these ideas . Moreover, the r"eal background 9f 
tne mind of J esus, to judge f rom the tradition, was not 
jewish apocalyptic or ethic gnosis, but the prophetic 
religion of t he Old Testament .. 47 

At the time of Jesus some sort of synthesis may have taken place 

to for r.1 a composite picture of t he Messiah. The various elements had 

either been drmm together or existed along side each other to form the 

idea of t he Hessiah. Hanson, in the appendix of his book, Jesus the 

·lessiah, has shm-m that the concepts of t he Son of Man, Davidic Messiah, 

and Servant of the Lord have already been brought together in 1 Enoch, 

although the origin of each ~.2.y have been se~arate.L8 But no matter 

whi ch Nessianic element was dominant in the :nind of a given individual, 

the basic thought was still thereo The Hessiah was a.bout to come, the 

Kingdom of heaven was about t o be established , and t he hope of Israel 

was about to be fulfilled, a hope which had i~s roots in the prophetic 

proclamation of the canonical Old Testament ~ 

47w. F. Manson, Jesus the Messiah (Lande~ : Hodder and Stoughton Ltd., 
1952), viii. 

48Ibid., pp. 171-174. 
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PREPARE HIS WAY BEFORE HTI1 

'!'he Cor:iiJ1g One who was mightier than John was on His way and the 

world was not prepared to meet Himo The task of preparation for His 

arrival had been delegated to John by God and he clearly understood his 

f unctiono It is i rr.material whether or not John considered himself as 

Elijah in the early period of his activity. In any case, he saw his 

role as one of preparation for t he Coming One, a preparation which took 

t!"le i'orrr: of a proclamation. Within this proclamation two elements which 

are particularly rich in meaning and which constitute the essence of the 

cal l to preparation play a significant role. These are the concepts of 

baptism and repentance.1 

The attraction of the preaching of John which b~ought the crowds to 

the Jordan River to hear him lay t o a great extent in the novelty of his 

preaching. And, paradoxically, the novelty of the message was its re

sembl ance to the teaching of the Old Testanent prophetso2 Both baptism, 

or lustration, and repentance had played an important part in the pro

phetic utterances, often appearing in the same im.T:ediat e context. In ~~e 

message of the Baptist, however, they are so closely linked that they 

form an indivisible whole, a single unit of 11Busstaufe, 11 11repentance 

lt'1k. l:4; Luke J:J. The e>..1)ress statement that John came 11preaching 
the baptism of repentance" is found only in rfJark and Luke but is pre
supposed by the accounts of the other evangelists. Cf. Matt. J:2.5.6; 
John 1:25.28.29. 

2Anthony c. Deane, "The Ministry of John the Baptist," The Eicpositor, 
Series 8, XIII .(1917)., 423. 
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baptism~ a Yet the proclamation of John was not simply the echo of Old 

Testament preachingo Something new had been added., 

The newness is already apparent in the title which is applied to 

John, the son of Zechariah, 11 the Baptist:, 11 a title, reserved for him by 

bot h t he evangelists and Josephus (Antiq. XVIII, 5, 2), the one important 

secular witness of the same period. The application of the title indicates 

the distinctiveness of his activity and identifies baptism as his dis

tinguishing mark. It points to the uniqueness of the rite which he in-

traduced, for it requires an officiant in contrast to all other lustra

tions of t hat period. In this baptism the officiant performs the act. 

The candidate does not immerse himself as in contemporary lustrations. 

It is not only John I s title which points to the uniqueness of his 

act, but the very term /3 ~ Tf'ti<i'.l{<{differentiates this act from all other 

l ustrations of that period. There are no knoim exa.'llples of its occur

rence outside the New Testament and Christia."1 literature of this period .3 

It is significant also that almost half of the occurrences of baptism 

and its cognates in the New Testament appear in a context associated 

with John.4 Thus the New Testament either coins or reserves the word 

3 ' /l ~ 1f"-t-Ltr Ac<. Albrecht Oepke, 11 ,,d.;.,-,r+ur4'Jos, P . ", Theological Dictionary 
of the Hew Testament edited by G. Kittel, translated by G. Bromiley 
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1964), J, 545 .. 
~-<7(t't<T'..Jvo'.)which occurs outside the New Testament refers to the act 
alone, while &~-,r-t1trAA. refers to· the act with its result and therefore 
·its institutiono Cf. Walter Bauer, A Greek English Lexicon of the New 
Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, translated and adapted 
from the German by William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1957), p. 1J2. 

4R. R. Williams, "Baptize, Baptism,i: A Theological Horkbook of the 
Bible edited by Alan Richardson (New York: '!'he 11acrrillan Co., 1953), 
p. 27. H. Schmoller, Ha.~d-Konkordanz zum Neuen Testa~ent. (Stuttgart: 
Privelegierte Wurttembergische Bibelanstalt, ~.<l.), pp. 72-78. 
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for the baptism of John and Christian baptis:no By this usage, the New 

Testament indicates that it underztands these acts in the sense of some-

thing new and unique. In the New Testament a change has also taken 

place in the use of the ver b J,1,11r:~w so that it no longer appears pre

domina~tly i n the middle or reflexive voice, as had been the case in 

Jewish as well as Gentile writings, but in tne active and passive voice.' 

These t hree factors, the title reserved for John, the sudden ap

pearance of t he word ,6~7r+ta-Al«..and the use of the active and passive forms 

' of the verb ,6o1.,Jrt:1Jw point to the uniqueness and originality of the bap-

tism of John and Christian baptismo At the same time they indicate a 

conr.ection between t he two which diff erentiates them from all others. 

The Naw Testament gives further witness to this connection when Mark 

begins the Gospel of Jesus Christ with the baptism of John (1:4) and 

the Acts of the Apostles includes it in the Christian keryg?l'.a and 

makes a knowledge of John's baptism a qualification of the one who is 

to succeed Judas. (10:37; 1:22).6 

The idea of purifying lustrations in preparation for appearances 

before t he Lord was well kn01-m. The cere:nonial law was replete with 

regulations concerning purification prior to such an occasion. Begin~ 

ning with the preparations for the reception of the law at Ht. Sinai, 

we find stringent rules for the purification by uashing of worshippers 

and officiants at the cultic rites as well as regulations regarding 

5oepke, p. 537. 

6The reason for this oualif'ication is found in the connection be
tween t he two baptisms as is indicated. Some have, however, interpreted 
the inclusion of this stipulation as evidence of antagonism between a 
group of disciples of John the Baptist and Christian disciples. 
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ritual purity in daily life. The single occurrence of the verb /lo1.,1f-t/ftJJ 

in the canonical Old Testament is in 2 lings l :15 where tne word is 

associated wi"';,h the act performed by ~\aaman at Elisha's cornr:1and. 7 

The Hebrew word ?~6 
- -r ' 

11 tO dip, II is elsewhere rendered in the Septuagint 

by the Greek word d ,#f-,r-t w and the ceremonial washin6s are described throu~h 

the use of70 .. ~-./W and")...o~o..JJc(<. In the lat.er Je~1ish period, however, 

these acts were desi
0
onated as;rk,..11:, and L :i 1.:, and ~o<lf·t-;j-.., became 

T·:' C-~ 

technical terms f or the actions involved i n i:.hese purifactory rites . 

The close connection between wasi',ing an<3 p urification needs no documen-
, 

t ation. In the account of i'tark (7 :4) Jesus :ises the plural ~ 0 or1: , a-.,JJ..o< 

in connection with t he purifying rites performed by the ?harisees, and 

Heb . 6:2 speal<s of .8o<ff·tu,-J<.-;;;-..I' .£(.!.o<.J.';fs, a possible reference to Jei-rish 

l ustr ations. 8 In view of tr:E: fact that t he synoptists con!1ect the bap

tism of John with a purif ica-.. ion from sin, a:-1d that the idea of purifi-

cation is prominent in Josephus ' account of John's baptism, s ome inter

preters have concluded that the roots of Joh~ 1 s baptism are to be found 

i n these purifactory rites of Judaism. There are four factors, however, 

which speak against such a connec·tion: the novelty of John's baptism, 

its connection with the i'orgiveness of sins, the reFetition of the acts 

in Judaism, and the use of a baptizer in John ' s baptism. 

7oepke, p. 535 . Howeve;, another occurrence of t h e word is in 
Is. 21:4:~~vo4~"{ -<d. /!-<.Trt-lJu. Edwin Hatch and Henry Redpath, A 
Concordance to the Septuagint (Oxford: ·c1arendon Press, 1892 ), I, - 190. 
The ifassoretic text has nothing corresponding to this use of ,,So1,Tt(Jw 
at this point. 

Bsome interpreters have suggested that this reference is not to 
Jewish lustrations but to baptism as practiced by the disciples of 
John the Baptist. Ho ... rever, the dominant Old Tes tament background of 
the Epistle to t h e Hebrews speaks against this interpretation. 
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The closest approxima~ion to Jo~r. 1 s ba~~isg, both in form a~d con

tent, may be found in the p:-oselyte baptism of Judaism. The baptism of 

proselytes deserves careful cons i dera~i on, al ·,houeh the date for the 

origin of this baptism is diff icult to fix. Scholars have disagreed on 

the evidence, and the result s of their investigations are inconclusive. 

Indi~ations of its preser..ce are found in st atements f rom t he )1ishna which 

deal with arguments oetween the schools of Eillel and Shammai regarding 

the time which must elapse between the circumcision and the baptism of 

proselytes as well as the necessity of both baF,tism and circurecision for 

the initiation of gentiles into Judaismv9 On the basis of these notices 

some have stated without question that the practice of proselyte baptism 

1-:as in existence at the time of John. This is the conclusion of Cull.r:iann,10 

Schniewind,11 Jeremias,12 and others.13 The conclusion of Strack-Biller-

beck is: 

Die vorstehenden Stellen zeigen, das fur die Schulen Schammais 
u. Hillels (im 1. nachchristl. Jahrh.) die Proselytentaufe 
bereits zu einer f eststehenden von keiner Seite angefochtenen 

C. 
Institution geworden war; man darf deshalb deren .Anfange mit 
Sicherheit in die vorchristliche Zeit verlegen.14 

9Herman L. Strack and ?aul Billerbeck, Kommentar zum Neuen Testa
ment aus Talmud und I1idrash (Muenchen: C. H. Beck' sche Verlagbuch.'l.and
lung, 1926), I, 107. 

lOoscar Cullmar>J1, Baptism in the New Testament translated by J. K. 
S. Reid (London: SCM Press Ltd., 1950), p. 9. 

llJulius Schniewind, 11Das h.vangelium nach Hatthaus, II Das Neue Testa
ment Deutsch (Goettingen: Vandenhoack and Ruprecht, 1950), p. 24. 

12Joachim Jeremias, "Proselytentaufa und Neues Testament," Theolo
gische Zeitschrift, V (Nov.-Dac .. 1949), 418-428. 

lJwilliams, p. 27; T. w. Hanson, The Sayings of Jesus (London: 
SCM Press Ltd., 1954), p. 41. 

14strack-Billerbeck, r, lOJ. 
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,,.. 
J. • 

::is be:.i c::: in th0 !,:!'e-Christi.:-..r: cx:.:.;t.::::..;e of P::-oselyte baptj_srr, b. 

,iudz.is:n : 

(.::.: Te:·tt!~.lian assur~cs t:-,at these jzwis:1 ba:;tisrns ~·rere oi.d 
.::.:·:o::igh r'o::- p::- z -C~1::-istia.n Gree. lt!st::-2:t.:..ons to havo co:;,ied 
-:.!:em.. (2) In .:mr ol cJes":, :r.aterial ::.n -:-he .:li:.sr.na.h ·"he d::.s 
:; t! s s ::.or: on ~:-.e Decess ity of' :'::·osel~.-';,c b .. :)t;:..s r:i between 
·Ei lle 2. and :~::.a !i:~nai clc:a:.~l y i t:J ic.:i!tes a t :.r.1e befora t},.e fal::. 
of Je:·us,.l<::Ll w:, ,:-.:1. the 'i'er.1:.')lE: ~=-~t:.al w.::.s da ily carr::.ed Olit. 

: ;, : '.C::0 (:v::..cJ enc3 c~~ v:1G. Z.:.Oo:~~:.:, e ~'rat;T'i·ints a..YJ.d tha Dead Sea 
Se;:-:--olJ.s :i .. nu: .. cc::: .,Gs :.~1a·~ si .:-~~l;-:.r l :.is-r,!"ati o14s existed bef..?l"'e 
c: .. r2.st... 1T:1€~a ::.s r.utti:t ... z t o i r..d ic~:t e tr1at !>:oselyte 
·o::.~)t~sm ,.,;~s or' r r:cerr;~ orig:.r.} . "' That Coes no·~ ~1.old of 
:;0u:·s e : or a.12. t :1e ::..:: ec::.s th,.;.t C;~r1e in t he Trc:.diti on to be 
,_s:;oc :i...c c.,.ci uith ::.tj but it de.es ho:,.d i'or tho practice 
it~~J.( .15 

i v is b :c~d_y co:1c~.:.-.rable ·en·;., tne j e,d.si1 ri,;.,ual shou.Lo De 
:...C.:ci:t e<.i ;:;.t a ·'.:. :.me when baptisi. had become an est ablisheci 
:.·e l.:.gious pi~&c;:,ice fo. C:iristianity., P..::ter 70 A.i:. at 
2. a[c.st, ·;.,!'.la opposition :.o Christians :-1as too sha:tp to allo~" 
:m .. ~ -.:,r,0 r ise of a Christian custom a.r:;.-o.?1g the j ews.... , 
0 iyt · · · .,_ h · d c· · , · b · · 10 ... ~ose_, e oc:..p-..~ is:,1 mus\, .ave preceoe .r-r is i:.::..a n ap·i:.1.sm~ -

:·~eve1·tc.a l a$S .1 objec"v::.ons c:.:::-e sti.l.l raisec to its existence a.v -c,he time of 

::e:Jly:.r.g t o .:.he conclusions of Torrance, 1'aylor writes: 

Se,r3r.;.l schola.: s; bott Jew o::1d Cr.ris1-iari. 3 on the ot:1er hand 
have r ecogniz::id thc:..t the t irne a ::id circumstances u::der w: icn 
J ew:~~t. p:cose::.yt.a baptism s.::-os 3 are e1:tirely unc e :ctc'.i:::... Gver 
f orty y~ars ago Ji.J.;:':·ed ?lurrur.2!" poi::-1ted ou-r, tr:.at the O_d 
'I'sstarr£:.,,'i:. . l.l:e Anocr·-cna. the 11!eH Tes·::.air.en-;:;, P~ilo; Jos.::rchus 
a,'1c "vi:z oi::er ·::.2.rg:..::11i;ts , are all not?9le for their silen~e 
or. the subj ect o: ~rcsely:.:.e baptism. -

151'. F . To::;.'l'a!'i.c..e, li:::Z.oselyte 5a:'.)tism, n !~3:-r Testament. Studias., 
(2.~·54·~19.55 ), l.5L 

.-

177 v Tayl O"' ::"'1he Be
0
rr in::.in

0
('"s of Jewish Prose:iYte Ba-o. ·i:,ism) i:- ~~eH _,.. • .• --, J" 

Tes·c.c:.!':le.1.t Stud i es, II (1955-19.56): 19L0195. Cfo also C. F. :l·:2.!'.r.? 11 ':'1.1e 
Sc··oll-s -1.;--e ' o--o: .,,.a' ..-},e ~1.·m· ~._.;,.-e "hu~····n " .''n•1r~'n Q•,::-+,,-~,~- -q..,,v,e.--- -- , ..., .... __ ~ . v 6 .1 1:.1.· _..,_ v v ... _ ....... , v .. \_..., . ... ...... ...... u~"'-.J••\;,ii-~ ·· , 

CL:X ( 1956 ) ~ 5:..8 •. 
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But apart from the question of origin, there are weighty objections 

to f indir.6 t he root s of John's baptism in the practice of Jewish proselyte 

baptisrno It is true t ha.t similarities between them do exist. Like John's 

baptism, proselyte baptism took pl ace only once; those who were not of 

the J ewish race were by this baptism incorporated into the people of God 

and shared in the blessings of the Covenant; by it the participants 

sevared t heir connection with their forr.ier manner of life. However, 

in spite of all the obvious similarities at least three striking a..~d 

decisive differences should be noted. The first is reflected in the 

woros of Taylor, which indicates that the Ne:,; Testament nowhere es

tablishes a relationship between Jonn I s bapt.ism and Proselyte baptism. 

Secondly, the baptism of John was a ba~tism for the remission 01 sin, 

a fact which is no more ascribed to proselyte bapti sm then to any other 

ritual purification.18 Thirdly, the baptism of proselytes is also self 

administered, the off iciant s at the baptism being witnesses rather than 

baptizers .. 19 

More recently the roots of John's baptism have been sout ht i.~ 

pr actices recorded in the wri tings of the Qul'l'.ran Com.11Unity. Some 

scholars have found parallels in what was apparently an initiatory rite 

of the eroup, a rite which has been assumed to have eschatological im-

18oepke, p • .536; Torrance, pp. 152-1.53; Mann, p • .518. The fact that 
Jewish sources declare that when a proselyte arises from his baptism he 
is as a new born infant does not necessarily indicate that the sources 
attribute forg iveness of sins to this baptism, but refers rathe:- to 
ritual puri ty. Cf. Strack-Billerbeck, II, 423. 

19oepke, p. 5h6. Oepke concludes that proselyte baptism was self
administered and cites a ref erence from Geri.~ 1:8 to support his view. 
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pli cations.20 So~e have found the connection in the area of the c~eation 

of a new community arnong these covenanters, with the entrance into the 

community bc:.sed upon a.."'ld marked by a baptism which had a once-for-all 

cha~acter~21 Yet between the baptism of this community and that of 

J ohn thera are radical differences which those who find close affinities 

are willing to grant. There is no evidence in 'the writings for a single 

bai,; ·c.ism which would be comparable in every respect to that of John. In 

sorr,e respects the initiation baptism of Qumran and John I s baptism are 

similar. It does not work~ opere oparato but must be preceded by 

sincere repentance on the part of the initiate, a requirement parallel 

t o t hat of Johno Yet the once-for-all character of the act is not clear, 

since i t is followed by other l ustrations. It is a baptism which requires 

no administrant. 'rhe entire life of the com:r.unity was centered in rites 

of purity which have a legal orientation, whereas the baptism of John 

gives no evidence of such legal foundation. It is related to outward 

ritual cleanliness rather than an in.'1er pur:i.ty. 

As indicated, all this is not to say tbat external similarities did 

not exist between the various types of lustra·;:.ions which have been cited 

and John's baptism. At the time when John afpeared there were without 

doubt many sects comparable to the Dead Sea Community existing on the 

fringes of Judaism, and the monumental work of J. Thomas has shown that 

20J. A. T ~ Robinson, 11The Baptism· of J oh.'11 and the Qumran Cow.muni ty, 11 

·Twelve New Testament Studies (London: SCM Press Ltd., 1962)., W• 11-27. 

2lwm. H. Brmmlee, "Messianic Motifs of Qumran and the New Testa
ment," New Testament Studias, III (1956-1957), 16. O. Betz, 11Die 
Proselytentaufe der Qumransekte und die Taui'e im NT, 11 Revue de Qumran, 
I (October 1958)., 213-234. 
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baptism played an important part in their life.22 Baptisr:i was, so to 

speak, 11 in the air" at the time. Yet it is important to notice that 

t hese s e-:ts ,·rere esoteric i:;roups on t he frin;;e of Judaisr:i a.""ld because 

of this pl ayed no importa.~t role in the lives of the masses, the very 

people who wer e attracted to the baptism of John. If proselyte baptism 

was already pr acticed at this time, it would seem that t his would be 

more influential than baptism as practiced b,;: these groups. The main 

s ignificance of the work of Thomas as well &s that of t he Dead Sea Scrolls 

is to make us more aware of the sharp cont rast between the work of these 

corr1.1unities and that of Johl"l the Baptist with which Christianity is so 

closely associated. The Baptist is not simply a product of his time; 

and the social, political and even religious movements of the day will 

not explain the origin of his baptism. J..f.finities are t here, but they 

can never f ully answer all the questions whic:i arise, although they 

may pr ovide a basis for the understanding of John's baptism in its new

ness. His baptism is simply different from a:.'ly lustrations which were 

known at that time. 

The basic issue still seems to be invol ved in the answer to the 

question addressed by Jesus to the scribes a:1d pharisees, 11The baptism 

of John: was it from heaven or from me:1?1123 Two basic differences, 

a repentance-baptism for 1,he _forgiveness of sin preparing the way for 

the Messiah and the administ ration of this baf "Lism at the specific com-

22J. Thomas, Le mouvement baptiste en Palestine et Syrie 150 Av. 
J.C.--300 Ap. J.C. (Gembloux: J. Duculot, 1935). 

23Matt. 21:25; Mk. 11:JO; Lk. 20:4. 
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mand of God, separate the baptism of John from all other bai:tisms known 

t o exist at t hat period o 24 He would agree with >Iurray who says: 

The issue ·wh ich confronts us is ~·!hether t he baptism of John 1-:as 
from hac:.ven or meno \·!as his claim true or false? If John was 
s im9l y deluded it is stran::;e that in his d el us ion he sturnbled 
on a truth vital f or all mankind. If history cal"l prove any
thing, we must admit that in John t he 3aptist we are dealing 
,.:ith a man through whom t he race came into direct and conscious 
cont act with God.25 

Since t he people who were attracted to John's baptism were apparer.tly 

not found on the frinees of Judaism, it woulc seem most logical to find 

t he basis for John's baptism in those writini-;s w!·iich were normative for 

Juda ism, t he writings of the prophets. It is abundantly clear from them 

that t he ideas of baptism or l ustration had l·iessianic and eschat..ological 

overtones, and these ideas may have prepared John for his w~ssion and 

the nat ion to accept his baptism. 

The prophets proclaim that God will spr i.., kle the hearts of His 

people with clea.l"l water and they shall be cleansed (Exek. 36 :25.26 ). 

He will open a fountain for the house of David and the inhabitants of 

J erusalem to cleanse them from sin a.l"ld unclean~ess (Zech. 12:10; 13:1). 

The Psalmist prays God to wash him thoroughly from his iniquity and to 

cleanse him from his sin (Ps. 51:7). The cleansing is also indicated 

in passages such as Is. 44:J and Joel 2:28, which speak of the pouring 

out of ~he Spirit upon God's people. 

24p. M. Bretscher, 11 Jchn the Baptist's oaptism, 11 Concordia Theo
logical Monthly, XXI (April 1950), 306. 

25J. O. Murray, 11The Witness of the Baptist to Jesus, 11 The .Ex
pository Times, XX.XVII (December 1925), 109. 
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Placed i n t he context of t he near approach of the Kingdon of Heaven 

i nvolving the advent of t he Comi ng One, John ' s baptism reclaimed these 

concepts from t he prophetic bookso In conse1.:: ·-ence a pcwerful Hessianic 

awakening took pl ace. The baptism was new, not so much in a historical 

sense, as in its eschatologi cal orientation. 26 John stood before the 

coming Day of the Lord and proclaimed Gou 1 s ;.'i.:-.~l counsel to the people. 

He could only baptize wit h water in view of '...~:e Coming One, who would 

bapti ze with the Holy Spirit and with fir e . But it was t he certainty of 

t he Cor.iing One1s coming wh i ch gave his baptism its validity and made sub

mission t o i t vital. 

The eschatological elernent i nv0lved in the baptism of John was rev

ol utionar y as far as the Jewish autho:::-ities were concerned. If there had 

been no deviation f rom t he accepted J ewish r,,ractices, there would have 

been little or no concern regarding his identity and the authority for 

hi s bapti smo 

Lohmeyer, in particular , has developed what he considers to be t he 

cultic and eschatological element in John's proclamation and has compared 

his baptism to t he insti tuti on of sacr ifice in t he Temple. He sees John 1 s 

baptism as a means for the .formation of a new coni.!1lunity, or at least a 

rite pointing forward to its formation. Identifying the Temple with the 

rule of God and John 1s proclamation of a coming Ki!'lgdom with the for

mation of an eschatological community, he sees this community as being 

identified with the Temple which the Coming One will erect. 27 Si.--ice 

26Ernst Lohmeyer, 11Johannes der Taufer, 11 Das Urchristentum (Goettingen: 
Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1932), I, 81. 

27Ernst Lohmeyer, Lord oi' the Temple, translated by. Stewart Todd 
(London: Oliver a.~d Boye, 1961), pp. 65-67. 
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John 1 s whole manner of life indicates a sco:-n for cultic institution, his 

baptism Lohmeyer argues j must somehow be related to t:1is polemical posi

~iono And so it is. For John indicat es by ~is life and proclamation 

t hat b~pt i sm i s now the means fo;:- appr oachi ~~ God just, as sacrifice 

had former l y been. As sacrif ice requires t he priest as mediator to 

pr es ent the off ering, so baptism is ad1ni nistered by John; as God acted 

t hrough t he means of sacrifice, so He nm·: act s th:-ough the rneans of the 

water; the cul tic ritual has a Eigh Priest aY'ld correspondingly John may 

be t er med the Hi gh / riest of baptis~. The eschatological character of 

the rite becomes apparent i n t hat it i s set over at;ainst tradition as 

the coming world i s set over against 'th e present world, in t hat it is 

not limited to a place as is sacrifice but ca..11 take place anywhere, and 

in that it is not repeated, but is a once-for -all act in contrast to 

s a.crif iceo28 The work of J. Thomas would t e;10 to support this view, 

since he finds that among s ome of .. he bar,tis ·:-. s ects there was a tendency 

to substitute baptism for sacrifice at t he .. ime of Joh.~.29 

The evidence presented is rather convi~cing, and it is doubtless 

t r ue that baptism does have a i:cultic:r signi:~icance. Yet it must also 

be noted that there is nowhere a..-1y indicatio~ on the part of Joh., of 

an open rejection of the Temple ritual, nor are the people ever urged 

to abandon the sacrificial acts. If John saw his baptism as a replace

ment for sacrifice, the absence of t his vho~~ht in his procla."l!ation is 

difficult to comprehend. John 1 s actions and proclamation could well be 

explained in terms of the prophetic statements. The opposition oi' the 

28Ibi d., pp. 92-94. 
29Thomas, pp. 12-19. 



68 

prophets ~as not to tewple ritual as s uet, but to t he abuses associated 

with it. I saiah spoke ope:ily of these a.buses (1:10-15) and t he ?salmist 

coul d say, "Thou requirest not sacrif::.ce, els e 1-:ould I giv-e it" (Sl :10 ). 

Lri his pr onoun"eme:1tc) John is following their lead . Yet it must also 

be ag: eed that, unlike John, the prophets pr .... ::;:i..aimed no new rit e. This 

s;:ea:·s for the initiation of baptism as a st:b~titute for sacrifice a nd 

John I s refusal to forbid or ciiscourage sacrifice may be e:,q;lai ned in terms 

of the fact that t he Coming One had not y et .;:-:-ived . The Kingdom of Heaven 

had not yet coMe i nto ex istence and t herefore ~he old covenant regulations 

were still binding. John baptized with Kater in view of the Coming One 

,·;ho would bapti ze with the Holy Spirit and w::. th fire and this gave his 

bapt ism its validity. In the interim, the Old Covenant remained in force. 

Jo:1n's baptism was an initiato!"J a!'ld promissory rite preparing for en

tr~~ce into the coming Xessia~ic comr.iunity. This interpretation receives 

ad ded support from the signi fi cant f act that all. the gospels interpret 

Joli_vi; s baptism from the perspective of Chris~ 1 s baptism. 30 

But baptism was only ona part of the proclamation of John, ar..d with

out an understanding of the second element, :cepentance, the call to bap

tism has little significanceo Apart from it, it could easily be class

ified with the ritual washings of Judaism,. As has already been indicated, 

the baptism of John as a ,8.:,.-rr-1:ta--.aa,,. ,l,(,E,t:-oi.--1°~do.s t~.s ~ fErol ~.uo(J-ttw-.1 

( r~~~ 1:4) is one of the factors which co~pels us to place it in a unique 

position and to differentiate it from them. 

JOr. F. Torrance, "Aspects of Bapt ism i:! the He!-! Testament, 11 Theo
logische Zeitschrift , fi.ir die Neuestan:er:licl-:·, ·.!isscnsc:1a.tt t:nd dieTuride 
der alteren Kirche, XVI (1913), 243. 



11?..epe:.tl For the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand" is the i!'lsistent 

call of John as it is also that of Jesus. Yet no definition of re~ent-

ance is given by eit her of them. This is not sur~rising, for as :.foore 

says: 

al l assume that t heir hearers knm·: well enough what repent
ance i s, and how the forgiveness of sins de;:e:.ds u;:on it; 
and have no more need to be told that 1,he "impenitent sin
ner has no right in the good things of the Days of the 
l-~es siah or t he ·,,forld to Come. If we ask ,-,he:-e the masses 
got t hese notions and beliefs, the only possible answer is, 
in t he popular religious instruction of the synagogues, 
thr ough which the teaching of the students of scripture 
i n 'vheir schools was disseminated amonG all classes •••• 
the conceptions, nature and effects of repentance enter
t a i ned by John or by Jesus and his disciples differ in 
no r espect from those of their countryJ-::en to whom they 
addressed t heir appeal; and naturally, si:1ce they were 
derived from the same source, the litur6y and homilies 
of the synagogue.31 

We can agree in part ~-Tith this statemer:t and yet it should be said 

that it is doubtful Hhether the ideas of John a.'1d Jesus were determined 

by t he teachi:.~s of the rabbinic schools, and that this understanding 

of r epentance differs in no respect from that of their countrymen. The 

reaction to their call indicates that a.11 element of difference existed 

in it, an element which recalled people fron: their present understanding 

back to the understanding and utterances of the prophets. 

Judaism was not concerned with speculation on the way in which God 

expiated sins. It knew that God had issued certain directives for action 

to which He had attached His promise of for?;iveness. The essential con-

dition for forgiveness was the use of these appointed means. Together 

with their use, however, there was a.11 insistence upon repent.;mce, apart 

JlG. F. Moore, Judaisr11 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1927), 
I, 518-519. ----
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from which t he rites were useless. Repent c:.nc~ meant a turni!'lg from sin 

to God with t he intent ion of not comwitting t~e sin again, and involved 

a confessi on of one 's sins t o God ~ .::ts orig:.n was either fear of the 

con.:equences of sin i r: ·,":-.is world a:id the world to come, or the more 

noble motive of love for God. I'he question of whet.her the initiative 

in r epe:it ance, conceived of as the reciprocal 1:return, 11 was on God 1 s 

side o::.~ man's was a debatable issue. The two opinions were combined 

i:i some of t he rabbinic writings so t hat repentance becaine an action 

of bot.h God and man .32 

This view of repentance differs shar1;ly in some respect s fror:1 that 

which was proclai med by the Jld Testament prophets, f or while theoretically 

it was close to t heir proclamation, in practice, as had often happened i!'l 

the past, it had beco!11e a "legalistic distortion of that complete, per

s onal; committed, resolute, divinely wrought return to God, the 180-

degree turn from sin to God of which the prophets had spoken. 11 33 On 

p::.~evious occasions when Israel had lapsed into ritual formalism, ex

pecting thereby to escape the wrath of God, the prophets had been most 

vociferous in their calls to repentance. The prophet Joel proclai.~~ 

God ' s call to Israel in the words 11 Return to me with all your heart, 

1.-."ith fasting, with weeping, and with mourning; and rend your hearts and 

not your garments 11 (2 :12). The proclamation of Isaia.11 is similar in 

nature a.~d content (l:10-l7)e In the time of the impending approach of 

J2roid., pp. 500-5Jl. 

JJMartin Franzmann, Follow t'ie : Discipleship According to St. 
Mc:.tthaw (St. Louis: Concordia ?ublishing House, · 1901), p. 28. 
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t he Ki ngdom of Heaven John once again issued the prophetic call in all 

i ts sharpnes s and clarityo 

Repent ! Thi s was a concept for Hoich t ::e Old Test a.r.ient had no 

·speci al term, a l though the concapt its elf wa s cer tainly well knm-m. 

The Hebrew word whi ch is translated "repent, 11 Jl[JJ is used most :'re

quently in t he Ol d Testament, but its ~eaning is not the same as that 

of t:ie Gre ak ,u,_£.+"'-1ofw by which it is -r,:--a.-2s la·,e.:: iJl the Septuagint.34 

Th e maj or ity of t i mes w:ien i t i s used it c on~ains a reference to a 

change of mL~d on the part of God, and is not applicable to an under

s tanding of the word 11repenta nceo 11 The word DTJJ is used of man in 

Job h2:6 and J ero 8:6, but here the r eferenc ~ is chief ly to sorrow over 

sin a nd is not ent irely compar able t o t.he ll e~-; Testament usage oi' t he 

wor d .,v.. £.-f,,:.,-vo i. tJ with i t s f uller contem... The Old TestUJilent word which 

expresses t nis concept and whi ch i s rr.or e closely related to the }Jew 

Testament. meani ng is one which the pr ophats dr ew from secular speech as 

a word which would adequate l y descr ibe the i ntent of their thoughts. 

Thi s was t he word ::I:Jl!) o Both words, ll(JJ ano ~JU./, are used fa a. re-

1 :..gious s ens e and are at tirr.cs closely ::"elaccd~ A comparison of Jer. 8:6 

wit h J er~ Jl :18019 shows t h;.;.·t, t his is the c2se and at the same time in

di cates the change which l:.as occurred L"l the transition from secular to 

t he religious use of the word ..:11 lU 035 By using it the prophets neant to 

4 
/ I. 

3 Johannes Behm, 11 .ti..e.-t:iJl ./otcJ, .,J(.s-t<><.v -' l-<., 11 Theologisches w<tr terbt!ch 
zum Neue~ Testament, edited by G. Kittel (Stuttgart: Verlag von W. 
Kohlharnmer, n .do ), IV, 985. 

35Jer. 8:6: i.fl¥""J-1¥ Jl{l!; J er. Jl:18ff.: .. . tl:I·J(l)f! >J::Pl!./iJ. 
:,_JJ}:/f]} l_:;J·//J}•Ja~-,,~ ; Jer. 8:o~t.o(-/o~-/~1T41~~1(.tK~5; Jer. Jl:18ff.: 
t.' , \ ' / , 
c;_7Tl <rf-ft.'{JOV ,«£ I K«\ c-rr(<°'T{[, 1/>tJ • r • A._£-C::e,V07V'-<, 
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indicate that man had departed from God and needed to return to Him. The 

element which had brought about this separation was sin manifesting it

self in various forms in the lives of people. But these manifestations 

were only outward indications of the fact that man's inner orientation 

was wrong. He was directed not toward God but away from Him and was in 

need of a complete reversal wr,ich involved hi s ·entire being. Having de

parted from God, he needed to return in order to re-establish the proper 

relat ionship. Later Judaism used the techni cal term "J. ·/ (!)SJ ,1 (/) J/ 
T : "r 'r 

for this repentance, an expression which can be misleading. The word 

came to be translated 11do re; entance" or as Luther re:1dered it, "Tuet 

Busse. 11 But there was no intention either i::1 the mind of official 

Judaism or in the mind of Luther to indicate by this that repentance was 

an activity of man and not of GodoJ6 

This reversal which must take place is an individual one involving 

a personal return to Yahweh. Although the prophets often called the 

entire nation to repentance, there is no doubt that repentance was for 

them an individual matter, a matter between a ma."l and his God. This 

truth becomes most clear in Ezekiel 18, where the prophet denies that 

God punishes one for the sins of another. It is true that the individual 

is bound up with the nation, but the responsibility for turning away from 

God is an individual responsibility. The son will not be punished for the 

sins of the father nor the father for the sins of his son. Each man stands 

before God in his own condition. 

J6sehm, p. 991. 
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The relationship involved is always a God-man relationship which 

touches every area of a man's life, including his social, personal, 

religious, economic, and political activities. The Psalmist recognizes 

this when he says in Ps • .51:4: "Against Thee, Thee only have I sinned 

and done this evil in Thy sight;" Amos sees the oppression of the poor 

as a rejection of God (4:1-6); Hosea equates Is
1

rael 1 s idolatry with un

faithfulness to her husband, God (2:1-lJ); and Jeremiah and Isaiah con

demn Israel's trust in political alliances as a rejection of God's 

omnipotence (Is. 7:1-17; Jer. 27). There is no ·division of secular 

and religious activity. God is involved in all of man's life and the 

outward activities are only an expression of his inner condition. Even 

though man tries to deceive God by a show of religious activity, God is 

3till aware of his true feeling. Joel informs the people that God wants 

rent hearts and not rent garments (2:12); Isaiah proclaims God's hatred 

of the mere formal offer of sacrifice (1:10-17); and the Psalmist rec

ognizes that it is not animal sacrifices which God cesires, but rather 

the sacrifice of a broken and contrite heart (.51:16.17). 

With this it becomes evident that the call for repentance is a 

radical call, demanding not merely outward conformity, but a complete 

about-face in the mind and life of an individual. On the negative side 

it is a complete turning away from idolatry, unrighteousness, and un

holiness;·positively it is a complete turning to Yahweh with all one's 

heart.37 It is turning from sin, turning to God and complete change in 

one's conduct. 

37Joel 2:12. 
/ 
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The prophetic concept of repentance also involves an eschatological 

factor. The call to repentance on the part of the prophets is always in 

view of a Day of the Lord. If Israel repents, God will not visit her 

with His punishment. 'l'he approaching doom may yet be averted if only 

she will turn back to the Lord. Even the punishment which God does 

bring down upon her has repentance as its goal,' for it is God •s pur

pose to bring Israel to a knowledge of her dependence upon Him through 

this kind of activity. 

But while the call is issued to the nation and to the individual 

and the impression is someti~es apparently given that Israel or the 

individual can effect this repentance alone, this impression is shown 

to be incorrect by the other passages which make it abundantly clear 

that repentance is an act of God from beginning to end. No one can 

seek God and turn to Him of his own volition. The mere knowledge and 

acknowledgement of sin is not yet repentance. Man must also turn to 

God in complete trust in His promise of mercy. ·. Repentance is not merely 

a backward gaze but a forward look involving the will of man.J8 

But while man is involved in the turning, it is God who does this 

turning so that man is in effect passive, powerless to bring about this 

change. Jeremiah records the prayer of l!.'phraim, "Turn Thou me and I 

shall be turned;" (Jl:18); Israel prays in Lamentations "Turn us to 

Thyself, 0 Lord, that we may be returned" (5:21); and the Psalmist says, 

"Return us, O God, let They face shine-that we may be saved" (80:J.7; 

85 :4). Closely· related to this thought are the passages in Ezekiel 

J8w. D. Chamberlain, The Meaning of Repentance (Philadelphia: 
The Westminister_Press, 1943), p. 22. 

,, 
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which encourage Israel to get a new heart, but wr. ich recognize that it 

is God who will give the new heart and the ne;r spirit (18:Jl; ll:19; 

J6:26). The Psalmist recognizes his complete dependence upon God as 

he prays the Lord to create in him a clean heart and put a new and 

rieht spirit within him (51:10). The apocalyptic literature continues 

to hold to this thought, as the Psalms of Solomon indicate when they 

make the turning back of the obedient soul the object of God's chas

tisement (18:4), and the Book of Jubilees credits God with the cleans

ing of man and the creation of a holy spirit within him (1:23). 

As the prophets had done, so John broke with accepted Jewish tra

ditions and called for a return to the worship of God through repentance 

rather than ceremony. It is t his prophetic character of his call which 

makes the view of Kraeling difficult to accept. His opinion is that the 

term 11repent.ance11 must be determined on the basis of historical proba

bilities, but he weakens his own position and makes it untenable by the 

following concessions: 

These two things have to be admitted in taking this adverse 
position. The first is that repentance is nowhere defined 
in the New Testament whether by John, Jesus or the Christian 
writers. The second is that the God-fearing Jew can and does 
pray to the Lord to make him truly repentant and thereby 
acknowledges his complete dependence on the divine initiative. 
Yet the first of these facts implies only that the nature and 
content of repentance could be taken for granted because it 
was interpreted in traditional terms, while the second suggests 
only a healthy reverence i'or God's assistance in all that man 
can achieve, and does not in the least imply the inability of 
the human will to assert itself actively, in this case to per
form the act of repentance.39 

J9carl Kraeling, John the Baptist (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1951), pp. 69-70. 

·' 
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This opinion of Kraeling seems to originate from his basic view of the 

nature of the baptism of John as well as his understanding of repentance, 

both of which he feels are not different from the views of contemporary 

Judaism except in the urgency of the call of John and the association 

of the two elements of baptism and repentance. In the light of the 

polemic of John against Judaic tradition (Matt.: J:7-9) this opinion is 

difficult, if not impossible, to defend. 

It is just this association between the elements of baptism and re

pentance which must be maintained and which, in view of all contemporary 

estimates of the Baptist's position as a prophet, must be interpreted in 

the light of prophetic utterances. 

he is indicating two things. The first is that not only repentance, 

but also the. baptism of John is a gift and revelation of God; the 

second, that these two words are without doubt to be considered to

gether. The grammatical construction clearly indicates the latter, 

while the former receives a~testation from the question which Jesus 

addressed to the Pharisees and the answer which is implied.40 

But while the association of baptism and repentance is beyond doubt, 

the question may still be raised as to whether the forgiveness of sins 

is a result of the baptism of John or whether his baptism is simply a 

symbolical act meant to signify the inner cleansing which has taken 

place prior to baptism. In this case the grammatical construction is 

40Matt. 21:25; Mk. 11:JO; Ik. 20:4. Cf. Lohmeyer, "Johannes der 
Taufer," Das Urchristentum, p. 74. 
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inconclusive and the answer must be based on other factors. Bauer lists 

Mk. 1:4 under the uses of eis which denote purpose and translates "for 

the forgiveness of sins, so that sins might be forgiven!141 Robertson, 

however, questions its use in this manner and says: 

it by no means follows that the same idea is expressed by t<~ ~¢>E-r:r( -v' in Mk. 1:4 and Ac. 2:38 (cf. !'it. 10:41), 
though that may in the abstract be true. ·It remains a mat
ter for the interpreter to decide.42 

J. R. Mantey considers it among unusual meanings of the preposition and 

concludes: 

Did John baptize that they might repent, or because of re
pentance? If the former, we have no further scriptural 
confirmation of it. If the latter, his practice was con
firmed and followed by the apostles, and is in full harmony 
with Christ's demand for inward genuine righteousness.43 

\ . 
The last statement, however, is a begging of the question which is not 

whether Chri~t and his apostles did or did not demand repentance as did 

John, but rather how this repentance came about. The problem apparently 

lies in the identification of repentance with sorrow for sin, with re

pentance and intent to forsake sin being the cause of forgiveness. When 

it is considered in this way, repentance can simply be the act of man 

in contrast to the prophetic insistence upon repentance as an act of God 

alone, and does not include the full mea.,ing of the term. 

This understanding is comparable to that of Josephus, our only 

secular witness to the baptism of John. In his description of John 

4lnauer, p. 228. 

42A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light 
of Historical Research {New York: Richard R. Smith, Inc., 1914), p. 595. 

. 43J. R. Mantey, "Unusual Meanings for Prepositions in the Greek 
New Testament," The Expositor, Series 8, XXV (June 1923), 458. 
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and his activity he says: 

Who was a good man, and comroanded the J ews to exercise 
virtue, both as to rignteousness tm:arci~ one another and 
piety towards God, anci so to con.e to ba1, tism; for that 
washing with water would be acceptable ~o hirn, if they 
made use of it, not in order to the putting away or the 
remission of some sins only, but for the purification of 
the body; supposinc still that the sot'iG 1,:as thoroughly 
purified beforehand by righteousness. 1 

• 

This view of repentance no longer rei'lects the prophetic view, but 

rather Josephus I legalistic background and J!,3llenizing tendencies which 

are a distortion of the teachings of the pror,hcts.45 It is also well 

known that Josephus was not sympathetic to t.:hristianity and was concerned 

chiefly with presenting his nation in the best possible liGht. For this 

reason it is quite likely that his statement may contain a polemic against 

Christianity. It might be asked why the purpose of John's baptism is 

stated in negative terms by him. The statement "not in order to put away 

some sins" indicates that among certain people at least it must have 

been considered as having this benefit,46 for there was an apparent 

association of the two ideas. Josephus• comments appear to be one among 

the many attempts to deny the importance of the message and work of John 

to a point which causes Schlatter to say with a touch of humor, "Ein 

Taufer ohne Reichspredigt, ohne Busspredigt, ohne Busstaufe,--eine 

Humie1 1147 

44Josephus, "Antiquities, 11 XVIII, .Ch. 5, 2, Complete Works of Josephus 
(New York: Bigelow, Brown & Co., Inc., n.d.), p. 106. 

45 Behm, p. 990. 

46A. Schlatter, Johannes der Taufer (Basel: Verlag Friedrich Rein
hardt AG., 1956), pp. 62-63. 

; 

47 Ibid.-, p. 64. 
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Even in the report of Josephus it rer..a.ins evident that the two 

elements of John's message were baptism and repentance and that these 

two elements were not independent but closely bound together. John's 

proclamation was not only 11Repent11 but he came preaching $~TT-f,"'.U..-<. 

.,u.+o(..,,o{.q ec.s -:1( (, t.<rc -I' ~~·•; t c O -I • · As the prophets of the Old Testa-

ment had done before him, he called all to repentance, not only the 

notorious sinners, but also the pious Israelites, warning them that a 

blood relationship to Abraham was not the deciding factor in relation

ship to God, but rather the spiritual condition of a man. It was this 

alone which had value. He called them to a complete and radical turning 

which would issue in a life consistent with their oral profession. And 

to the repentance proclamation he bound his repentance-baptism, which 

in turn was bound to the near approach of the Kingdom of Heaven. John 

issues the call to repent in view of the Kingdom which is coming. He 

urges the people to bring forth fruits worthy of that repentance. But 

the bringing forth of the fruits presupposes that the repentance has 

taken place. Between the command and the exhortation there lies the 

repentance-baptism which indicates that it is somehow bound up with the 

ability to change one's whole life view. It is repentance-baptism which 

results in the forgiveness of sins and the changed life. 

That forgiveness of sins is not due to any activity on the part of 

man also becomes clear from the Old Testament understanding of forgive-
~ I 

ness. The Septuagint uses the term-<~, 7"'- to denote "release, surrender, 

leave, 11 but it also uses the term for the remission of sin or guilt as a 

translation of the words Y. o/!, TTJ Q, and '~Y. In the Old Testai:nent 

this concept of remission of sins is bound up with cultic acts, but by 

the Septuagint translation it becomes apparent that a judicial sense is 
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also involved in the thought.48 God is the judge before whom man stands, 

whose verdict he must accept, and upon whose mercy he must rely. In the 

acceptance of the proclamation of God's mercy man receives the forgive

ness of sins which God offers, although his ability to accept is also 

an act of God as is indicated by the Old Testament understanding of re

pentance. From first to last therefore, .,S~7T+',r.ao< -"£to1i-.10!.fs £ts ":c;l~<v 

~ -'(c:(f+< w"' is an act of God mediated through His prophet John. John •s 

proclamation is also a proclamation of God's mercy. 

The repentance-baptism of John cannot be separated from his entire 

message which is not only one of wrath, but also a message of salvation. 

The condemnation of even the most pious is clearly included, but with 

the proclamation of the Coming One and the Kingdom of Heaven there is 

hope. God is about to break in with His rigliteous rule to gather His 

own together and to destroy those who have not taken His proclamation 

seriously and accepted it~ truth. Both the proclamation of John and his 

act of baptism are eschatological and are carried out in view of this 

future event. Lohmeyer sees the re.]..ationship in the following way: 

An dem \·Jorte 11taufen" wird dieser Zusammenhang am deutlichsten. 
Wie kann, was in Balde von einen andere:1 geschiet mit Geist und 
Iteuer, noch ein 11Taufen11 heissen? Es ist gewiss ein Bild her
genommen von dem Wasserritus, den Taufer bringt und verkundet; 
aber welch seltsame Verbundenheit wird da sichtbar~ Die Wasser
taufe ist ihrem Inhalt nach ein Bild der kol'lllllenden Taufe, diese 
ihrer Form nach ein Abbild der Wassertaufe; jene weist voraus 
auf ihn eigenes Ende, diese zur~ck auf ihren eigenen A..'lfang. 
Was beide zusanunengebindet so fest, da~s das eine nicht ohne das 
Andere ist, sage eben das Wort "taufen. 1149 

48 ., ' ., / 
R. Bultmann, 11 ll(f<t.vo<t, ~f P'/~ t. ," Tneological Dictionary of the 

New Testament edited by G. Kittel, translateo by G. Bromiley {Grand Rapids: 
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1964), I, 510. 

49Lohmeyer, "Johannes der T;ufer, 11 Das Urchristentum, I, 81. ,, 
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The forgiveness of sins was dependent on the Coming One. John did not 

have the power to effect it. But God had made His baptism a means 

through which the forgiveness was offered in view of that event, just 

as He had bound the forgiveness of sins to the sacrificial acts of the 

Old Testament. With this forgiveness of sins man was directed not to 

the past, but to the future when the Co111ing One would baptize with the 

Spirit and with fire. 

In view of all this, it is hardly correct to say that "baptism as 

administered by John was, according to the Synoptists, symbolical of 

purification of the soul, 115° or that 

The water of baptism represents and symbolizes the fiery 
torrent of judgment, and t hat the individual by voluntarily 
immersin6 himself in the water enacts in advance before God 
his willing submission to the divine judgment wnich the river 
of fire will perform. John's baptism would therefore be a 
rite symbol;i.c of the acceptance of the judgment which he 
proclairned.,1 

Nor could we agree with Williams that 11John 1 s b. therefore is presented 

as a washing in Jordan, symbolic of and accompanied by repent~ce. 1152 

The tying of John's water baptism to the Spirit-and-fire baptism of the 

Coming One through the use of the same word "baptism" indicates that the 

revelation of God is included in both. Therefore the repentance-baptism 

of John is not only symbolic, not only a proclamation identical with that 

50J. H. Bernard, "A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel 
According to St. John, 11 The Internati9nal Critical Commentary (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1929), I, 51. 

5lKraeling, p. 117. 

52williams, p. 27. 

, 
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issued by the Old Testament prophets, nor is it simply a deep and 

beautiful symbol for something which has taken place inwardly. In its 

meaning and execution it is an act of God mediated through John the 

Baptist so that ultimately it is not John who baptizes, but God. 

In spite of all this, it must not be said that John proclaimed a 

new birth with his baptism. Rather, in its esc'hatological character it 

was a proto-type of the Spirit baptism which was to come and of Him who 

was to baptize with the Spirit. Again Lohmeyer brings this out clearly 

when he says: 

Sie @ie Taufe] ist nur Weg, noch nicht Ziel, nur Zeichen, 
noch nicht Wirklichkeit, I1orgendamrnerung, noch nicht Tage
shelle. Aber dass sie dieser erste Anfang ist, das gibt ihr 
auch den vordeutenden Schimmer, den die verwirklichte Fulle 
jenes Tages in sich schliesst. So wird man sagen durfen, 
dasz die Busstaufe des Tluflings Sinn und Sein, Erkenntnis 
und Wesen heiligt, damit er, um Worte des Epheserbriefes 
von der Christlichen Taufe zu gebrauchen, 11ohne Fehl oder 
Hakel, oder etwas derart sei sondern heilig und untadelig. 11 

Er wird das reine, das von Gott gereinigte Gefass, das der 
Fulle des Geistes noch wartet, die der let~te Tag bringen 
wird.53 

John was clearly aware of his limitations. He knew that he was not 

the Messiah, but merely his forerunner, his way preparer. The Coming 

One was stronger than John and it was He on whom men were to focus their 

attention while John faded into the background. John could only baptize 

with water, but the Corning One would baptize with Spirit and fire and it 

was this which formed the climax of the Baptist's message. 

The ringing cry of John the Baptist, based upon the proclamation of 

the prophets, was resumed by Jesus as He began His ministry. The cry 

53Lohmeyer, "Johannes der Taufer, 11 Das Urchristentum, I, 80. 
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"Repent! For the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand" was a continuation and 

fulfillment of John's prophetic message. Jesus called the same pious 

Israelites to repentance as the prophets and John had done before Him. 

The very words of denunciation are identical, "generation of vipers"; 

(Matt. 3:7; 23:33) the same warning is issued, 11 Every tree that does 

not bring forth good fruit is cut down and cast· into the fire"; (rtatt. 

3:10; 7:17-19). He offers the forgiveness of sins; and it is He who 

institutes a sacrament of baptism through which repentance and forgive

ness of sins are given. But the call, the warning, the offer and the 

sacrament are no longer in view of the Coming One, but are based on the 

fact that He has come. They are no longer issued on the authority of 

another, but on His own authority, for He is the one who baptizes with 

the Spirit and with fire, the Coming One proclaimed by the prophets of 

the Old Testament. 

/ 



CHAPl'ER V 

HE WILL BAPl'IZE WITH THE HOLY SPmrr AND wrrH FmE 

John's message was one which was calculated to stir the most com

placent of those who approached to hear him. This wilderness preacher 
I 

in the tradition of the fiery spirit of Elijah had, among other things, 

a message of fire to proclaim. It is as though he were warning the 

crowds that they would neglect his preparatory baptism at their own 

peril. With the arrival of the Coming One a new aeon would begin in 

which those who were unfit would not only be deprived of all its 

blessings, but would find themselves completely outside the pale of 

the Kingdom, for this Coming One who was proclaimed by John would 

baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire. 

The difficulty involved in the interpretation of this portion o.f 

the proclamation of John is attested to by the variety and frequency of 

questions which are asked regarding it, and the variety of answers which 

are given. The answers which are offered are usually not definite but 

are a reflection or a summary of the interpretations which have been 

offered by various commentators. These commentators can for the most 

part be classified into five different categories. 

The first of these includes those who insist that John is here actually 

referring to only one thing, a cleansing by fire, a judgment of God. This 

school of interpreters maintains that the passage must be interpreted 

in the light of the thought or environment of the time when these words 

were uttered. In his commentary on the Gospel of Matthew, Alexander 

Bruce ably represents this group. He says: 
/ 
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Notable here are the words er' 1r-./E, v,q_c1,tl j'(.1'r. They must be 
interpreted in harmony with John's standpoint, not from what 
Jesus proved to be, or in the light of St. Paul's teaching 
on the Holy Spirit as the illlr.Janent source of sanctification. 
The whole baptism of the Messiah as John conceives of it, is 
a baptism of judgment. It has been generally supposed that 
the Holy ::ipirit here represents the grace of Christ, and the 
fire of His judicial function; not a few holding that even 
the fire is gracious as purifying. I think that the grace 
of Christ is not here at all. The 7Tv&'J4-t ~ (L 0

.,, is a 
stormy ~-rind of judgment; holy, as sweeping away all that is 
light and worthless in the nation (which after the Old 
Testament manner is conceived of as the subject of the 
Messiah's action, rather than the individual) •••• John 
••• thinks of three elements as representing the functions 
of himse.lf and of Messiah: water, wind, fire. He baptizes 
with water, .in the running stream of Jordanto emblem the only 
way of escape, amendment. Messiah will baptize with wind and 
fire, sweeping awar and consuming the impenitent, leaving behind 
only the righteous. 

This view is held by a number of men, among whom is Kraeling one 

of the more recent writers in English on the proclamation of the 

Baptist. 2 His view is followed and adopted by Schweizer in his 

article on 1(-J t VAA~ in Theologisches W~rterbuch zum Neuen Testament. J 

The second interpretation which has gained much prominence is the 

view that John is here referring to Pentecost when the Spirit was poured 

out on the disciples. The fire of baptism of which John spoke is sup

posed by some to be a prophecy with regard to the tongues of fire which 

appeared on the heads of those who were fill ed with the Spirit at this 

time. This is a view which has been quite generally held. Lenski, in 

lAlexander Bruce, "The Synoptic Gospels," The Expositor's Greek 
Testament, edited by W. Robertson Nicoll (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, n.d.), I, 84. Cf. also pages 342 and 483. 

2carl H. Kraeling, John the Baptist (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1951), p. 61. 

3E. Schweizer, "1t·O.'JJJ.J.., -rr~t l)~cl~(. r<.t$, 11 Theologisches Wort
erbuch zum Neuen Testament, edited by G. Friedrich (Stuttgart: Verlag 
von Kohlhammer GMBH, n.d. ), VI, 396-391. 
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particular, maintains that it is correct.L 

Two other interpretations which have been presented as an exegesis 

of the passaee are indicated in the quotation from Bruce above. The 

first of these maintains that the IIHoly Spirit" symbolizes grace while 

"fire" represents a judicial function.' The second is n variation of 
• 

this view in which "fire" as well as the "Holy 
1

Spirit11 is considered 

as gracious ~ince it is a purifying element.6 

A fifth int,erpretation which has been proposed is that of the Holy 

Spirit as representing the grace of Christ, while fire is understood to 

represent the fiery trials which await the disciples who accept Christ's 

baptism. 7 

Each of the views presented above as well as some variation of them 

has its defenders and critics, who base their defense and criticism on 

both textual and environmental factors. Because of this confusion, 

resulting from a multitude of interpretations, an understanding of the 

4R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Mark I s and St. Luke's 
Gospels (Columbus: The Lutheran Book Concern, 1934), p. 27; E. F. Brand, 
11 Johannes der Taufer, 11 .Proceedings of the Fifty-Sixth Convention of the 
Eastern District of the Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Missouri, Ohio and 
Other States, (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1931), p. 37. 

5F. Lang, 11 ,rv > , " Theoloeisches Worterbuch zum Neuen Testa.'ilent, 
edited by G. Friedrich (Stuttgart: Verlag von Kohlhammer GMBH), VI, 943. 
Julius Schniewind, "Das Evangelium nach Matthaus, 11 Das Ueue Testament 
Deutsch (Goettingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1949), p. 24, indicates 
that this is his interpretation when he says: "Aber :.ian ging irre, 
wenn man diesen Hessias der Erwartung l?ich nur als drohenden Richter 
dachte. Schon die Tatsache der Taufe beweist das Gegenteil. Das Alte 
wird begraben, damit ein Neues werde. Dies ·Neue, das kommen soll, wird 
hier als Taufe mit dem Heilig en Geist bezeichnet • 11 

6A. Plummer, An Exegetical Commentar 
St. Hatthew (London: El iot Stock, 90 

Gospel Accordin to 

7o. Delling; "baptisma, baptisthenai, 11 Novum Testamentum, II (1957), 
92-ll5. 

·-----------
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message of John requires an investigation of the terms 11Spirit11 and 

"fire" for a clearer perception of the meaning which the listeners of 

John would attach to a use of these words. Jn~e again, we use the 

proclamation of the Old Testament prophets as our starting point, since 

it is in their t radition that John stands. A determination of the 

thinking of the Old Testament on these two concepts will assist us in 

developing the most probable meaning of the proclamation of John and 

our Lord on the subjects. 

The doctrine of the Spirit is one of the most prominent features 

of Old Testament theology and is contained in every section of the 

canon, the law, the prophets, and the writings. The vocabulary for 

the concept of Spirit is also very simple, consisting only of the word 

7tr1 which is used in the sense of breath, wind, or spirit. 8 Tne root 

7f1, from which the verb is derived means primarily to breathe out 

with violence. Ordinarily when it is used in the sense of breath it 

carries with it the idea of power and indicates a strong heavy breathing 

in contrast to ordinary quiet breathing.9 Typical examples of this 

usage may be found in Job 8:2, Is. JJ:11, and Ps. 18:15. 

When used in the sense of wind, the word often has the connotation 

of power and violence. Prov. 27:16 speaks of the folly of trying to 

retain the wind; Ezek. 17:10, 19:12 speak of the east wind withering a 

8Francis Brown, et al., A Hebrew and Ehglish Lexicon of the Old 
Testament (Oxford: Th~Clarendon Press, 1952), p. 925. 

9Norman Snaith, The Distinctive Ideas of the Old Testament 
(Fhiladelphia: The Westminster Press, l9h6), p. 16Jf. 

/ 
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vine; and Is. 7: 2, of the trees of the forest bowing before the wind. 

These are three typical examples which indicate the power and destruc

tive force of I] ·/ l , wind. The winds are also spoken of frequently 

as the agents of God and the media through which He exercises His power. 

For this use of the term we may cite such passages as Ps. 135:7, Jer. 10: 

13; and Ex. 10:lJ. 

However, when fl ·/ l is used in the sense of belonging to man or to 

God it has the meaning of "spirit.'' This definition has its natural 

foundation in the idea of wind. 'fhe point of comparison appears to be 

in the unlimited power which is common to both wind and spirit. Both 

are powerful, invisible forces bordering on the supernatural, whose 

origin no one understands but which no one can deny.10 

When used in relation to man the word appears as a psychological 

term denoting the dominant disposition of a man. For example, Num. 5:14 

speaks of the f]I "l of jealousy coming upon a man; Ps. 51:12 of a free 

[Ii 7 or generous disposition which eives freely and without reserve; 

and Is. 37 :7 of a i]/ l which will cause the Assyrian king to return 

to his home since he has been terrorized by a rumor. In man it is the 

spirit which dominates him and forces him to adopt a particular line 

of action. We are most concerned, however, with [l·J l in its relation 

to 11} ,1 > or a•,1·1,i.:.. , for while the word 71'-r'f.~4""-. occurs in the New 
. ·.·: 

Testament also in the sense of breath, wind, or spirit, it is the spirit 

lOotto Procksch, Theologie ·des Alten Testaments (Guettersloh: 
C. Bertelsmann Verlag, 1950), p. 459. 

/ 
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of God which occurs most frequently.11 This spirit is called ;rv'E.lJ.tt"'-. 

~lS'"-v' I r,-./[.~){-'.,. tov /)EOV, 7T1'E,V.l'-,<_ e.J< -t-dv Jt.o"ii. 

The Spirit of God first appears in the Old Testament in its function 

as the creator and sustainer of life, hovering over the primeval chaos, 

impregnating it with life (Gen. 1:2);12 when the Spirit of God is with-
• 

drawn, the things which God has created die (Ps. 104:29). The Spirit 

of God therefore appears as the livine principle of creation. The 

thought is brought out again most forcefully in Ezek. )7:1-10 where it 

is the breath of God which causes the dry bones.upon which sinews, flesh, 

and skin have been stretched to spring into life. With out this breath 

they are only lifeless bodi es. It is the breath of God which is the 

difference between life and death, it is the secret of vitality. 

The writers of the Old Testament also conceive of the Spirit of 

God as a source of strength for leadership. Above all, the great leader 

Moses appears as the bearer of the Spirit (Num. 11:29.17) and God takes 

of His Spirit which He has placed upon Moses and endows his assistants 

with it. The same Spirit filled the successor of Moses, preparing him 

llsnaith, p. J20. The Sfirit of God is called W]'pi] [Ill in only 
three passages of the Old Testament, Ps. 51:11, and Is: 6J:10, 11. 
O. Procksch, 11 ~t10.s,11 Theolo ical Dictionary of the New Testament, 
edited by G. Kittel, translated by G. Bromiley Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1964), p. 98, points out that in rabbinic 
li~erature uilpiJ l)·J, has become almost a fixed formula. However 
l1 J p~ iJ l]·l 1 ·which would correspond to il I i7 1 

[/·} 1 is never used. 
Since holiness is an attitude of God and is ascribed to man because 
of a relation to God, Snaith's observation is correct. 

12F. W. Dillistone, The Hol S irit in the Life of Toda (Phila
delphia: The Westminister Press, 19 7 , p. 2 , finds U.at "for the 
writers of the Old Testament from the first to the last •the Spirit' 
denoted~ in action in human life." 

/ 
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for leadership in the conquest of Canaan (Deut. 34:9). ~o book emphasizes 

the qualities of strength and leadership as attributes of the Spirit of 

God more strongly and clearly than the book of Judges. It is said of 

Gideon that the Spirit of the Lord came upon him causing him to blow 

the trumpet in Israel as a signal for the gathering of a liberating 

army (6:34); it came upon Samson and began to ~ove him (13:25) and 

filled him with the strength to kill the young lion (14:6); the contexts 

indicate that the Spirit of God was the source of leadership in such 

judges as Deborah and Jephthah since they were called by God to be 

spiritual leaders fighting against the enemies of Israel. In the 

period of the monarchy Saul was filled with the Spirit and moved to 

fight against his nation's enemies (l Sam. 11:16). It made him a great 

leader until he disobeyed the Lord and theSpi.rit of God was removed from 

him and placed upon his successor, David (1 Sam. 16:lJf.). uther examples 

could be cited, but these sufficiently demonstrate that it was the in

vasion by the Spirit which endowed the heroes of Israel with physical 

strength and courage enabling them to become leaders of their nation. 

Furthermore, in Hebrew thought the Spirit is regarded as the source 

of increased mental and spiritual capacities. The interpretation of 

Pharaoh's dream required a man who was filled with the Spirit of God 

(Gen. 41:J8); the same Spirit filled one of the architects of the taber

nacle enabling him to carry out his task (Ex. Jl:J): Wisdom cries out, 

"Turn you at my reproof; Behold I will. pour out my Spirit upon you, I 

will make my words known unto you" (Prov. l:JJ); the Spirit of the Lord 

will rest upon the shoot from the stump of Jesse and is described in terms 

of a spirit of wisdom, understanding, and counsel (Is. 11:2). From all 

these passages it is obvious that wisdom and discernment are regarded as 
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attributes of the Spirit, gifts with which men are endowed when they are 

filled with the Spirit of God.13 

This outpouring of the Spirit contains nothing of the mystical or 

magical, for in spite of the invasion by the Spirit, the individual per

~onality is not lost in the process. Rather, the filling of the individ

ual with the Spirit of God effects an exaltation of the physical and 

spiritual life beyond the natural powers of the recipient.14 

While the Spirit is regarded as the source of strength and dis

cernment and wisdom, it is more particularly regarded as the source of 

prophecy. The prophet is a man of the Spirit. The Spirit of God seizes 

him, filling his mind, and he is at times controlled by this spiritual 

force outside himself.15 

David, for example ascribes his words to the Spirit of the Lord in 

his dying testimony ( 2 Sam. 2 3: 2); Micah says of hims elf, 11 But truly I 

am full of power by the Spirit of the Lord and of judgment and of might, 

to declare unto Jacob his transgression, and to Israel his sin" (Micah 

3:8); prophecy is ascribed to the Spirit in Joseph's interpretation of 

Pharoah's dream which involved the future of Egypt (Gen. 41:J8); the 

13George Johnston, "Spirit, Holy Spirit," A Theological Wordbook 
of the Bible, edited by Alan Richardson (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1951), p. 235. 

14Procksch, Theologi~, p. 461. 
. " 

15Henry B. Swete, The Holy Spirit in the New Testament (London: 
Macmillan and Co., Ltd., 1921), p. 2. 
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Spirit caused Balaam to prophesy good things for Israel contrary to his 

will (Num. 2h:2); Hosea describes the prophet as the man of spirit (Hos. 

9:7); Elisha considers his teacher to be a rnan of the Spirit and asks for 

a double portion of that Spirit to rest upon him (2 Kings 2:9); Micah's 

prophecy to Ahab and Jehoshaphat is attributed to the working of the 

Spirit (l Kings 22:19ff.); and Isaiah implies that his prophecy is from 

the Spirit of God (JO:l). In Old Testament thought! therei'ore, the 

Spirit of God is conceived of as the origin of prophecy, whether in 

visions or in direct revelation. 

vlhile it is never said in the Old Testament that God is a Spirit 

or that the Spirit of God is God, the idea of the Spirit as a personality 

receives support in several places. In making such a statement we must 

take into account the use of parallelism in Hebrew literature.16 Ps. 

51:11 makes the absence of God parallel with the absence of His Holy 

Spirit. In Ps. 139:7 the Spirit and God's presence are equated by the 

parallelism "whither shall I go from Thy Spirit or whither shall I flee 

from Thy presence?" Haggai 2 :4.5 expresses the same thought, for here 

the Lord exhorts Joshua and Zerubbabel to be strong for He is with them, 

and then immediately adds, "According to the word that I covenanted with 

you when ye came out of F.gypt so my Spirit remaineth among you.n The 

thought is also expressed in Ezekiel 39:29 where the Lord says, "Neither 

will I hide my face any more from them: for I have poured out ~tY' Spirit 

upon the house of Israel." Isaiah virtually hypostasizes the Spirit 

16H. Wheeler Robinson, The Christian ~erience of the Holy Spirit 
(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1928), p •• · 
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when he says of the Israelites in their relation to God in the wilder

ness, "But they rebelled and vexed His Holy Spirit, therefore He turned 

·to be their enemy and himself fought against them" (6J:10). From these 

passages it is at least possible to infer that the Spirit is God, and 

that where God's Spirit is present, God Himself is also there. Evidently 

the presence of God among His people also means the presence of the Spirit 

of Goo.17 llobinson sums this up when he says of 2 Cor. J:17: 

We must not read back the full content of these words i:ito 
the Old Testament conception of Yahweh ••• but at least 
we may see some preparation for them in the way in which 
His activity is described as His presence (lit. "Face') 
and this is paralleled with His ruach.18 

In addition to the knowledge that the Spirit of God was present and 

active in the life of Israel and particularly in the lives of the prophets, 

there was also the expectation of a future and greater outpouring of the 

Holy Spirit. Joel's prophecy most clearly points forward to the future 

Messianic Age when the Spirit of God would be poured out on the sons 

and daughters of Israel enabling them to prophesy, see visions, and 

dream dreams (J:lf.). It would be an age in which the Spirit of God 

would breathe upon dead people and they would live (Ezek. J6:26_; 37:9-

14), the fulfillment of the expressed desire of .Moses that the Lord would 

put His Spirit upon all His people in order that they might prophesy (Num. 

11:29). In this Messianic Age it was the leader of the people of God 

who in particular would be filled with the Spirit of God (Is. 11:1,2; 

17Johnston, p. 2J6f. 

18nobinson, p. 11. Johnston, p. 237, · agrees with this and says that· 
many of the passages "imply some sort of personalization, yet, the most 
the Hebrews did was to approach that half-dreamed, intangible representa
tion which appears in Job 4, 1$ (then a spirit passed before 11\Y face)." 

~ 
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61:1).19 In the words of Swete: 

Great as had been the energy of the Divine Spirit in their own 
experience, it was foreseen by the prophets that the new Israel 
of the .Messianic Age would be inspired both in head and members 
with~ fuller strength and deeper wisdom corresponding with the 
larger mission on which it was to be sent.20 

The pouring out of the Spirit in the Messianic Age would be the 
I 

means of drawing together the people of God from all nations. This is 

especially clear in the prophecy of Zech. 12:l and lJ:l, where it is 

seen that the acknowledgment of sin and the desire for the grace of God 

are dependent on the fact that the Spirit of God has been given to man. 

The transformation which is brought about by the Spirit extends first 

to the eyes of men who look upon Him whom they have pierced and then to 

the voices which are raised in sorrow over this circumstance. In this 

lamentation all men become one. The fellowship which has been broken 

by sin is thus once more restored by the Spirit. It is the Spirit who 

brings individual members of the people of God together and forms them 

into one body.21 

Summing it all up, we find that the Old Testament doctrine of the 

Spirit is represented by the key words of personality, vitality, service, 

and fellowship.22 The Spirit may have been understood as a personality, 

19Although the Messiah is not specifically described as the dis- . 
penser of the Spirit he is frequently thought of as the bearer of the 
Spirit. The hope of a future outpouring of the Spirit and the hope of 
a coming bearer of the Spirit could, however, logically be brought to
gether in the thought of the Messiah as the dispenser of the Spirit. 
See Julius Schniewind, "Das Evangelium Nach Harkus," Das Neue Testament 
Deutsch (Goettingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1949), p. 44. 

20swete, p. J. 

21Hellmuth Frey, "Das Buch der Kirche in der Weltwende, Die kleinen 
nachexilischen Propheten," Die Botschaft des Alten Testaments (Stuttgart: 
Calwer Verlag, 1948), pp. JlJ-Ji6. 

22Robinson, p. 8. 
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present and active where God is present; it is the source of life, being 

the source of both physical creation and the spiritual creation of the 

people of God; it is the source of prophecy and of the exaltation of all 

spiritual and physical powers which are used for the special purposes of 

. God's people: and it is the force which draws the individual members 

of Israel together into one body in close fellowship with itself and 

with one another. In the coming Messianic Age it would be a power 

poured out in previously unknown measure, particularly on the leader 

of this age. On the basis of the Old Testa~ent we may conclude that 

all this could have been and perhaps was understood by those who heard 

John proclaim that the Corning One was to baptize with the Spirit. 

This conclusion is strengthened by a consideration of the references 

to the Spirit in Apocryphal and ?seudepigraphical literature. Baruch 2):5 

refers to the Spirit of God as the creator of life; judgment comes because 

of a denial of the Spirit of the Lord according to Enoch 67:10; in Jub. 

1:23 the Lord speaks of creating a holy Spirit in his people and cleansing 

them so that they will remain true to Him; Ps. Sol. 17:37 attributes the 

might of the Messiah to God's Holy Spirit and points to the gathering of 

the tribes as an event which takes place during His time (17:50). Al

though the doctrine of the Spirit is not found as frequently in these 

writings as in the Old Testament, it does occur.23 When it does, its 

usage is identical with that of the canonical Old Testament. 

I 

23swete, p. 4; Erik Sjoberg, II ff-{E.~~ct) T(v61/.Ad,t ti< 0 s , " Theo
logisches wSrterbuch zum Neuen Testament, edited by G. Friedrich (Stutt
gart: w. Kohlhammer GMBH, n.d.), VI, JBJ. 

/ 



96 

The concept is also one which is found in the Qumran literature. 

One of the most striking passages is that found in the 1'1anual of Dis

cipline, IV, 37-38 where it is said that at the determined hour of 

judgment, · 

God will purge all the acts of man in the crucible of His 
truth, and refine for Himself all the fabric of man, des
troying every spirit of perversity from within his flesh and 
cleansing him by the holy spirit from all the effects of 
wickedness. Like waters of purification He will sprinkle 
upon him the spirit of truth, to cleanse him of all the abomin
ations of falsehood and of all pollution through the spirit of 
filth; to the end that, being made upright, m~~ .may have under
standing of transcendental knowledge and of the· lore of the 
sons of heaven, and that being made blameless in their ways, 
they may' ·be endowed with inner vision.24 

In this literature, however, the function of the Holy Spirit is no 

longer spelled out as clearly as in the canonical and apocryphal writ

ings. The concept of the Spirit has become confused so that it is 

often impossible to determine if the writer is speaking of the Spirit 

of God or some spirit within man. The idea of the Spirit has been modi

fied and there appears to be a consistent dualism of good and evil spirits 

which does not appear in the canonical writings. 

24Theodor H. Gaster, The Dead Sea Scriptures (New York: Doubleday 
and Company, Inc., 1956), p. Ls. For a discussion of the use of "Spirit" 
in the Qumran literature see George Johnston, 111 Spir.it I and 'Holy Spirit' 
in the Qumran Literature, 11 New Test.ament Sidelights, edited by Harvey 
McArthur (Hartford: The Hartford Seminary Press, 1960), pp. 27-42; Jean 
Steinmann, St. John the Baptist and the Desert Tradition, translated by 
Michael Boyes (New ·York: Harper and Brothers, n.d.), p. 69; Wm. H. 
Brownlee, · "A Comparison of the Covenanters of the Dead Sea Scrolls with 
Pre-Christian Jewish Sects," Biblical Archeologist, XIII (September, 
1950), 71. 
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John's proclamation, however, was not only concerned with one who 

would baptize with the Holy Spirit, but also with fire. Most commenta

tors would agree that both were a part of his proclamation,25 although 

the interpretation of the term 11fire11 varies, some commentators under

standing it as a purifying agent while others understand it as a judicial 

instrument. Still others prefer some combination of these so that by 

means of judgment and purification the fire becomes, in a manner of speak

ing, a saving instrument. In view of this, it is necessary once again 

to turn to the Old Testament for a clarification of this concept. 

The Hebrew word for "fire11 which appears most frequently and is 

translated by -,r :V f is l!i :'f. , occuring approximately J80 times. 26 As we 

examine the Old Testament usage we are immediately struck by the fact 

that fire often is associated with God or· relicious things. It is the 

fire on the altar consuming the sacrifice which sends the sweet smelling 

savor upward to God. He Himself is the one who sometimes sends it for 

that purpose, as in the case of the meal provided by Gideon (Judges 6:21) 

or the water-saturated sacrifice of Elijah (1 Kings 18:J8). God Himself 

2511ost of the questions concerning the content of John's proclamation 
have been directed toward the inclusion of the term 7t v f.tl ...... '( ~ ~ l.O -v, par
ticularly its inclusion in the sense of Holy Spirit. Some who are willing 
to grant the inclusion of the term insist that its understanding in the 
sense of Holy Spirit is due to the influence of the early Church. How
ever, the usage of the term in the Old Testament as well as the Apocrypha 
and the Dead Sea Scrolls makes its use by John in the sense of "Holy 
Spirit" not only possible, but prqyable. Procksch, 11!;, ~,o.s , 11 p. 104, 
believes that the use of r,'IIE.V.J..vl "( ~<.o"ll' in the sense of "Holy Spirit" 
rather than "holy wind 11 originates with Jesus and is referred by Him 
back to John the Baptist. 

26Lexicon in Veteris Testamenti Libras, edited by Ludwig Koehler 
and Walter BaumgRrtner (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 
1951), I, 90. 

/ 
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is closely associated with fire on the occas i ons of His personal appear

ance. He appears to Moses in a burning bush (Ex. 3:2,4) and to Israel 

on the fiery Mt. Sinai. The t7 J if' Ii :LJ has the ap~earance of a 

devouring fire on top of the mountain (Ex. 19:18) and the presence of 

the Lord is apparent to Israel at ni~ht because of the pillar of fire 

(Eic. 14:21). 

Yet God is not fire; He simply uses it as a means to manifest Him

self and to carry out His j udgment. He is not bound to the element but 

uses it as His servant. The use to which He puts it is that of judgment. 

So Sodom and Gomorrah are destroyed through fire and brimstone (Gen. 19: 

24); fire falls from heaven to consume the intended captors of Elijah 

(2 Kings 1:10); it goes out from the Lord to devour Nadab and Abihu as 

a punishment for offering strange incense before the Lord (Lev. 10:2). 

The prophets speak of it as an instrument of God's judgment both upon 

the foreign nations and upon Israe1. 27 It is the working tool in the 

hand of the divine judge.28 

Fire also has an eschatological connotation in the Old Testament. 

It carries out three functions in the eschatological drama. (1) It is 

a sign of the coming day of the Lord (Joel 3:J); (2) It is the instrument 

of annihilation for all of God's enemies (Mal. 3:19; Is. 66:15f .; E:zek. 

J8:22; 39:6) and (3) The condemned experience their everlasting punish-

27For foreign nations, Amos 1:4.7.10.12.14; 2:2; Jer. 43:12; Nahum 
3:lJ and others. For Israel, Amos 2:5; Hos. 8:14; Jer. 11:16; 17:27; 
21:14; 22:7; Ezek. 15:7; 16:41; 24:9 and others. 

28tang, p. 935. 

/ 
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ment thro~gh means of fire (Is. 66:24).29 In view of this it appears 
' ! 

that fire is conceived of chiefly as a means of judgment, particularly 

in the escha~ological drama and is not considered primarily as a purifying 

element.JO 

In determining the meaning of John's message the' words spoken by 

Jesus to His disciples immediately before His ascensiqn should also be 

considered ~ince they occur in a context which refers. to the proclamation 

and baptism ~f the Baptist (Acts 1:4.5). If there qad been any doubt 
- <.( >·::-

with regard to the meaning of 7(-v'l IJ.U..1.. o<' ~c oi' in the ·message of John 

these words make it clear that his reference was to that gift of the 

Holy Spirit which the Messiah would give. Jesus is simply making it 

clear that although He was the Messiah this promise had not yet been 

fulfilled and could not be fulfilled prior to His resurrection and 

ascension to the Father. It was a clarification of His statement to 

. the disciples recorded in Jn. 16:7. 

~!hen John spoke his message,then, it is quite certain that on the 

basis of the Old Testament he had no intention of using the words 

29Ibid., pp. 935-936. 

JOKraeling, p. 117, believes it is purifying and finds in Dan. 7: 
10-11 the source for John's institution of an eschatological baptism. 
He believes that the destructive and purifying river of fire, a figure 
which had its origin in Persian eschatology, suggested the rite to 
John. However, in Dan. 7:11 fire is unmistakably judgmental since the 
beast is given over to be burned by it. Charles H. Scobie, John the 
Baptist (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,·1964), p. 115, disagrees with 
Kraeling's conclusion and points out that while the thought of judg
ment is involved in the proclamation and baptism of John, the basic 
idea of immersion in the Jordan River is not judgment but cleansing 
or washing away of sin. 

/ 
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7T'Vl4'.{ ~~ t· 
vu 1.n, the sense of a Holy Wind.31 Nor is it likely, in view of the 

remaining portion of his proclamation, that both elements ,r.lt., v.u.oA.. 
...... 

and -,rv J are to be considered as possessing a single function, 

either that of purifying or that of destroying. They are rather to be 

understood as having separate, opposing functions. The axe is laid at 

the root of the tree. The unfruitful tree will' be cut down and cast into 

the fire, while the fruitful one will live and produce fruit. The chaff 

will be burned in unquenchable fire, while the whe~t will be gathered up 

and stored in the granary of God. Fire means judgments; spirit means 

creative restoration. 

· The images used by John in this context have their origin in the 

Old Testament. Is. 10:33f. is a striking parallel to the action des

cribed by John. The prophet says that "the Lord of hosts will lop the 

boughs with terrifying power; the great in height will be hewn down and 

the lofty will be brought low. He will cut the thickets of the forest 

with an axe and Lebanon with its majestic trees will fall." In contrast 

to this the Old Testament presents the righteous man as 11a tree planted 

31 Ibid., p. 72. This conclusion is, however, disputed and the 
interpretation "wind" still has its defenders. For a defense of this 
view see Schweizer, p. 397 and Ernest Best, "Spirit Baptism," Novum 
Testamentum, IV (1959), 236-246. Best sees two traditions at work. 
In his view John 1 s original proclamation was one of wind and fire ful
filled at Pentecost; since Pentecost was obviously an outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit this came to be an interpretation of the Baptist's original 
saying. Also Francis Glasson, "Water, Wind and Fire (Luke III.16) and 
Orphic Initiation, 11 New Testament Studies, III (1956-1957 ), 69-71; 
R. Eisler, The Messiah Jesus and John the Ba tist (London: Methuen and 
C ··ur o., Ltd., 1931 , p. 2 f. Ernst Lohmeyer, "Johannes der Ta er,"~ 
Urchristentum (Goettingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1932), p. 84, dis
agrees and points out that in Acts 2:2 wino and fire are not to be con
sidered as identical with -,r·-.tf"i},,.~ and -rrv f of John 1 s proclamation. He 
points out~th~t the ~ongues are not described as being fire, but 
~:>,,Jo-~q't WO"£(. 7T'IJfo.S • 

,, 
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by the rivers of water that brings forth its fruit in its season. His 

leaf also shall not wither and whatever he does shall prosper." (Ps. 1: 

3 )32 The idea of threshing which is suggested in the picture of the 

Coming One with the winnowing shovel in His hand is also common in the 

Old Testament. The evil ones are frequently depicted as chaff or straw 

which is worthless and will be annihilated. 3J ' 

The Old Testament use of Spirit, Holy Spirit, and fire confirms the 

interpretation that John is speaking of the two ele.ments as performing 

two different functions. It must be admitted that in the Old Testament 

judgment is frequently associated with wind. Is. 29:5f. is especially 

important in this respect as it tells Israel that their enemies will be 

like chaff but also that "in an instant, suddenly, you will be visited 

by the Lord of Hosts with thunder and with earthquake and great noise, 

with whirlwind and the flame of a devouring fire. 11 Similar to this is 

the thought of Ps. 1:4 where the wicked are 11 like chaff which the wind 

drives away. 1134 However, there are three reasons which lead to the con

clusion that Holy Spirit and fire are not only two separate elements but 

that they perform opposing functions. (1) The overwhelming evidence of 

the Old Testament with regard to the activity of the Spirit points to 

32see also Is. 65:22; Jer. 11:16, 19; 17:7.8; Hos. 14:6 and others. 

33ps. 1:4; 35:5; · rs. 5:24; Jer. 23:28; Hos. 13:3 and others. 

34m this, as in most cases, the thought is not strictly parallel. 
The fire, not the wind, is the destroying agent. Nor is it described 
as a ''holy wind." In this passage as in others the contrast is between 
persons, not the agents of blessing and judgment. 
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its salutary function, while the "fire" occurs in judgmental and con

demnatory contexts in the majority of cases.JS (2) The context in 

which these words appear in the proclamation of John point to the 

separate functions. (3) The early Christian Church interpreted the 

proclamation in this manner. 

When Christ promised His disciples that they would receive power 

after the Holy Spirit had come upon them, and this promise was made in 

the context of a reminder of the proclamation of John (Acts 1:4..5), He 

was obviously referring to the promise which could not be fulfilled 

until after His ascension to the Father. This promise was fulfilled on 

the day of Pentecost when those who were gathered together were filled 

with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in tongues. Peter's sermon on 

that occasion clearly saw this not only as a fulfillment of the promise 

of Christ, but also the fulfillment of the promise regarding the Messianic 

Age recorded in Joel J:lff.36 

This was the time referred to as the e.~d of days, the breaking in 

of the Messianic Age which resulted in such an outpouring of the Spirit 

as had never been in evidence before. It was manifested not only in the 

working of signs and miracles and the speaking 0£ tongues on the part of 

the apostles, but also in their trUe and fearless witness to the Messiah 

and in their inspired teaching. Furthermore, it was evident in the 

. J5rt should be noted that in the three specific cases in which 
W7"pi] 1]·1, occurs in the Old Testament its function is described as 
one of creating, energizing, and sanctifying. See Ps. 51:11; Is. 6J: 
10.11. 

J6Acts 2:14-21. 

/ 
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spiritual gifts present among individual Christians regardless of their 

position. The Corinthian congregation furnishes an excellent example 

of this, and from the manner in which these spiritual gifts are des

cribed, it appears that they were quite cor11mon also in other churches.37 

This phenomenon of spiritual gifts was already evident at the time 

of the conversion of Cornelius and his household recorded in Acts 10. 

As Peter preached and the Spirit came upon these people His presence was 

made apparent by their ability to praise God and speak in tongues. The 

baptism of -the Spirit was apparently accompanied by signs which appeared 

not only among members of the Jewish nation who accepted Christ, but 

also among members of the believing Gentiles. It appeared among all 

members of the true Israel which, as had been prophesied, would be 

gathered from all nations. In his report on the incident Peter sees 

it as a fulfillment of Jesus• promise of Acts 1:16. As John had pro

claimed, God not only could, but did raise for Abrahan other children 

than those who were related to him by blood ties. 

Before drawing final conclusions, notice should also be taken of the 

twelve so-called "Disciples of the Baptist" who made their appearance in 

Ephesus (Acts 19:1-7). While the origin of these disciples is not certain, 

it may be hesitantly conjectured that these were men who had been in

structed in the proclamation of John and baptized into his baptism by 

Appollos, of whom it is said in the previous chapter that he taught of 

Jesus but knew only the baptism of John. His instruction concerning 

Jesus was perhaps that which John had given, 11 He shall baptize you with 

37r Cor. 12-14. 

/ 
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the Holy Spirit and with fire." 

This incident has caused needless confusion with regard to the 

teaching of John. In particular, it is Acts 19 :"2 which causes the con

fusion, for here the disciples who were baptized into John's baptism 

declare that they have not heard whether there is a Holy Spirit. This 

passage has led some to the conclusion that in his proclamation John 

did not speak of a baptism with the Holy Spirit, but that this portion 

of his message is a later insertion of Christians who wished to emphasize 

the superiority of Jesus. With regard to this view it need only be said 

that what these "disciples" did or did not know some twenty-five to 

thirty years after the original proclamation can scarcely be used as a 

norm for the reconstruction of the Baptist's message.38 It is certainly 

not necessary to draw the conclusion indicated above. 

The statement of these "disciples" is capable of an altogether 

different interpretation which allows for John's proclamation of the 

Spirit and a true adherence to his teaching by these 11d isciples. 11 It 

is entirely possible that they knew of John's proclamation but were not 

aware of the fact that the Spirit had in fulfillment of John's promise, 

been poured out after the ascension of Christ. The incident in Ephesus, 

from this point of view, would be an indication of how closely the tra

dition of the Baptist and his baptism were followed. These 11disciples11 

knew John's proclamation, but they did not yet know that the Coming One 

had come and had poured out the Spirit ·on all flesh since they had not 

yet seen nor experienced the baptism of the Spirit as it manifested 

J8Kraeling, p. 59. 
/ 
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itself in outward phenomena.39 

From all that has been said it appears that both Pentecost and the 

special gifts of the Spirit are included in John's proclamation of the 

Spirit. However, the understanding of this message must not be restricted 

to this circumstance. The full meaning of John's proclamation must also 

include a recoenition of his historical position.LO He stood at the 

threshold of the Hessianic Age and his proclamation must be considered 

from this eschatological viewpoint. John's baptism is a temporary in

stitution because it foreshadows and indicates the last period before 

the "Day of the Lord," the breaking in of the Messianic Age. The appear

ance of the Messiah in history ushers in a new era, an era in which God 

Himself is present, for the presence of the Holy Spirit means the presence 

of God among His people. With the baptism of the Spirit, a new aeon is 

created, an aeon consisting of the fellowship of the people of God, fore

told by the prophet Zechariah.41 

We may therefore say that those who heard the proclamation of John 

understood his message in the sense of an announcement of the fact that 

39Lohmeyer, p. 26. Best, p. 237, suggests that if we are to take 
the assertion of these 11disciples11 literally, in the sense that they 
had not even heard of the Holy Spirit, we would also have to ask whether 
they had ever lived in a Jewish environment at all. 

40Karl Rengstorf, "Das Evangelium nach Lukas," Das Neue Testament 
Deutsch (Goettingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1949), p. 57; M. Leimer, 
"Die Taufe Johannes Des Taufers In lhrem Verhaltnis Zu Christi Taufe, II 
Concordia Theological Monthly, xrv (March 1943), 98. 

41Frey, p. Jl6. In the common mourning over the one who has been 
pierced and in acceptation of common guilt for this circumstance the 
nation is bound together and the broken fellowship restored. It is the 
Spirit which stands behind this union. 
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the Messianic Age was near at hand. In this Hessianic Age, the presence 

of God would be evident, not only in supernatural signs and wonders, but 

in a new and clearer and fuller proclamation of God's will, in the es

tablishment of His Kingdom, and in the fellowship of believers. It 

would have been understood in the sense that God would be present in 

the world with judgment for evildoers and vindibation for the repentant 

and believing.L2 

With the coming of Christ it became apparent ~hat God was present 

among His people, not in a vague transcendent way, but personally, im

manently, powerfully, and in action. With His ascension to the Father, 

God was still present among them as the source of wisdom and discernment, 

opening the eyes, minds, and hearts of men, guiding them into all truth, 

creating the new Israel in which all the members are priests, spiritual 

leaders. 

The baptism with fire has been delayed until the fulfillment of the 

present age and the time of the Parousia. In a sense it is already taking 

place in the reactions of the people to the message of Christ. For he 

who does not believe in the Son of God is condemned already.LJ The Holy 

Spirit is present in His action of judgment and vindication, binding 

into one body the Church, the individual members who have been baptized 

with the Holy Spirit. At the final separation the believing human wheat 

42Floyd Filson, The New Testament Against Its Environment (Chicago: 
Henry Regnery Co., 1950), p. 75. 

4JJn. J:18. 

,I' 
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will be g~thered into the granary of God to er.joy the use of the un

limited gifts of· the Spirit, while the unbelieving chaff will be cast 

into unquenchable fire. When this occurs the Old Testament prophetic 

vision will achieve its complete fulfillment. 

/ 



CHAPI'ER VI 

BEHOLD THE LAMB OF GOD 

From the accounts of the activity of John in the four evangelists, 

it would seem that his proclamation of the Coming One preceded the 

identification of this One with Jesus. Among the crowds which flocked 

to the Jordan River to hear John's proclamation and to be baptized by 

him, there was one who had no need to be baptized. This one was Jesus. 

It is a striking fact that the unanimous witness of the accounts, 

whether implied or specifically stated, is that it was at the point 

of His baptism that the identification was made.l At this juncture 

John apparently became aware of the divine mission of Jesus as the 

Christ by the descent of the Holy Spirit upon Him. 

Although there are obvious differences in the gospel accounts of 

the incident, these accounts are not contradictory but complementary. 

The Synoptics, for example, describe the baptism of Jesus; the Fourth 

Gospel does not. However, from a reading of the account it becomes 

evident that while the evangelist John does not record the incident, 

he is very much aware of it (Jn. l:JJ-34). His record of the proclamation 

of the Baptist is chiefly concerned with the proclamation subsequent to 

Jesus' baptism. The Synoptists include a fuller account of John's preach

ing prior to it and immediately fasten their attention upon the work 

of Christ while the Fourth Gospel is concerned with indicating the grad

ually diminishing importance of John and the increase in the importance 

lMatt. J:lJ-17; Mk. 1:9-11; IJc. J:21.22; Jn. 1:29-34. 
I' 
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of the Chr.ist. It answers some of the questions which would arise con

cerning the activity of John subsequent to Jesus• baptism. In both, the 

Baptist is merely a witness, a precursor, a way~preparer, not the founder 

of an original, independent · comr~unity. The synoptists report the King

dom and the repentance-baptism proclamations, while the official investi

gation noted by the Fourth Gospel presupposes that this preaching has 
- - --- --

taken place. ~ If it had not, there would have been no inquiry regarding 

John's author~ty-for baptism. Taking this into consideration, it is im

possible to say as Kraeling emphatically does, 

Among the canonical Evangelists, the fourth is unfortunately 
not as reliable as the other three in his rendering of the 
specific utterances, for he telescopes them, adapts them to 
the purposes of his advanced pre-existence Christology, and 
in general uses them to make John the first confessing 
Christian.2 

In a previous chapter we have already dealt briefly with the question 

of John's awareness of the pre-existence of the Coming One,3 but the 

question still remains as to whether John may in a certain sense be in

cluded among the followers of Christ, or, to put the question more 

specifically: Did John understand the mission of Christ as a mission 

involving a vicarious suffering in any form? Those who insist that 

he did would base their contentions on his statement of identification 

when he pointed to Jesus with the exclamation, "Behold the Lamb of God 

who takes away the sin of the world. 114 Those who maintain that he had 

no conception of this kind believe that their statement cannot be prop-

2carl Kraaling, John the Baptist (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1951), p. 34. 

3supra, p. 35. 
4Jn. 1:29.36 • . 
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erly assigned to the Baptist, but is rather a confession of the later 

Church which has been ascribed to him. Some scholars contend that this 

confession is simply another statement reflecting the polemic of 

Christianity against the Johannine disciples.S 

The question which must be answered is two-fold: (1) Could John 

have made such a statement; and (2) if he did, 'what was its meaning 

in the context of his day? Since the title II Lamb of God II is clearly 

bound up with John's assertion of the deity of Jesus, (John 1:30) the 

second aspect of the question involves both His person and His work. 

As has been indicated in the opening paragraphs of this chapter, the 

logical starting point for our investigation must be the baptism of 

Jesus since it is after this event that the statements are made. 

It has long been recognized that ~~ere is an apparent connection 

between the words spoken by the heavenly voice at the baptism of Jesus 

and the servant passage of Is. 42. When the Spirit descended upon Christ 

at His baptism, the accompanying voice testified, "this is (you ari} my 

beloved Son in whom I am well pleased • 116 The traditional location for 

the Old Testament source of these words is in the Psalms and Isaiah: the 

statement is considered a combination of Ps. 2:7 and Is. 42:l. This 

tradition has, however, been challenged so that the source of the words 

is limited by some interpreters to Is. 42:l alone. An examination of 

5For a discussion of the existence of such a sect, supra, pp. 4, 103. 

6r'1k. l :11 and Lk. J :22 use the phrase r~ £t . Matt. 3 :17 alone 
~ , f uses the phrase o-v~o.s e_<rt:-t-./ according to the best texts. The use o 

the aorist l Vcf b K~tr'-<, 11 I took delight, 11 may indicate something similar 
to the foreordination of Christ before the foundation of the world of 
I Peter 1:20 and may therefore be significant. 
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this possibility will lead us into a discussion of the designation 

"Lamb of God" as well as the deity of Christ as recognized by the 

Baptist. 

Jeremias is one of the most consistent of those who identify the 

Old Testament source of the celestial words ~t the baptism of Jesus 

solely with Is. 42:l. His case is to be great' extent based upon a 

comparison of the words in each and leads to the following conclusion: 

The hypothesis that the voice at the ba::>tism was originally 
purely an echo of Is. 42:1 is suppo1·ted by several considera
tions. First, the heavenly voice, Mark 1:11 is obviously 
meant to eA-plain the i mpartation of t hP. Spirit (Y.ark 1:10) as 
a fulfillment of scripture. As so often in O. T. Quotations, 
e.g., in rabbinic liter ature, the continuation of the passage 
(Is. 42:l in Matt. ·12:18c) is implied but not actually quoted: 
~,frr-w -t'o rr-.tc'iJ.,1.ttl( .«.ov hr o(W~~. Thus the heavenly voice affirms 
that the promise given in Is. 42:l about the gift of the Spirit 
has just been fulfilled. Second, when the text of the divine 
declaration at the baptism and the transfiguration wavers be
tween-'.(~·nTit'/.s (Mark i :11 par.; 9:7 par. Matt. 17:5) and 
£K).£}< E.~At.6-v'o6, we presumably have variations in the trans-

]..ati,on of i"?(!l. Is. 42 :1, which is sometimes rendered by 
cK>,r.>eto.s (LXX, !. and ~ ) and sometimes by =< ( ·rf-,r7-t-l:. • Third, 
in John l:J4 the heavenly voice at the baptism accordi~ \o 
J;he suppo,sed old~st teA-t • :.. • is give::i. in the words o V-td.S 
E.a--ttv ~ E. 10. E.i< t-9.5 t-o~ Ot,oi .1 But 'the chosen of God I is a 
Messianic designation corning from Is. 42:1.8 

7 C. '-' 

Although Nestle includes o u<.oS in the main body of the text 
he indicates that thi s variant has strong claim to originality. TeA-tual 
evidence for it includes the original version or .s~ and a few other 
codices, the Latin manuscript e, and two Syrian manuscripts originating 
at about the Fifth Century. \oJestcott-Hort include it as a noteworthy

66 rejecte~~eading. It should also be noted that the Bodmer Papyrus (p ) 
reads 1Ho~ • 

8w. Zimmerli and J. Jeremias, The· Servant of the Lord (Naperville, 
Ill.: Alec R. Allenson, Inc., 1957), pp. 81-82. Jeremias offers the 
following comparison: . 

Mark 1:11 ~ Luke J:22 
, ~p~. ~Iatt. J:17 . 

O"" V Cl (.o W:o :» t: q-t' t v) o v~o s -'<O" 
, o ~'(o1.,r11to's, , 
t{ CT"Ol (ai., "/~•) {1/Jo /(~r,( 
(C/. 11l.,.L 1: 10 tt-·>: -t c> 71' -1 f..l,J M..-{ 
·"· /(~v.,.'5.(~vov its #/:,t,,...J 

with 

It should also be noted that in reporting the words at the transfiguration, 

-··-- .. - -----------
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We have quoted Jeremias at length because he has stated the argu

ments, which others have also used, so clearly and concisely• He 

C J I " \I 
finds further support for his view in the phrase O ~ 1(1/IJS tov ~ f-O 

which he f~els can be explained through the supposition of an Aramaic 

original. Since the Aramaic ~;r~ can mean either "lamb or boy, 

servant" he is convinced that John• s original reference in that lan

guage is to the Servant of God, and finds further support for it in 

the reference to the Servant passage of Is • .53:12 regarding the role 

of the servant in the removal of sin.9 

The most serious objection to the identification of the passage 

with Is. 42 :l alone is the overwhelming textual evidence in favor of 

the retention of v,t~ , the only significant variant being that found 

in Jn. l:J4. C / 

But even if the original word was 1.1,0.s as the text 

indicates, it is obvious that the rest of the passage refers to the be

ginning of the Servant Song in Is. 42. Jesus is thus designated as the 

" / Luke uses the word E. l{)..l5>.6~Abv"5in agreement with the· ~X. for 
a further discussion, cf. J. Jeremias, u:,..., .• ,{s -to1 l!o'J - rrt1.u 0Eo1Jn 
Zeitschrift fur Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft, XXXIV (1935), 115-
123 and Oscar Cullmann, Baptism in the New Testament, translated by 
J • K. s. Reid (London: SCH Press Ltd., 1950), pp. 17-21. 

9The most serious objection raised to this propos:u is the 
lack of textual evidence. In addition, it has been pointed out 
that the Aramaic equivalent of 1~~ is not;(}!~ .but~'"fjk'¥;f 
Cf. Stephen Virgulum, "Recent Discussion of the Title 
God•, 11 Scripture, XIII (July 1961), 8~. 
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Son who in the role of the Servant takes the sins of the people upon 

Himself. ~Jhatever view one takes of the Old Testament source the con

' ·nection of
1 

the words spoken at Jesus• baptism with the Servant Song of 

Is. 42 remains firm. 

The establishment of the connection, however, raises a further 

question with regard to the Servant. 
I 

Is the Servant to be considered 

as an individual or as a collective entity? If the former, is he a 

historical pe!son, a contemporary, the prophet himself, or some future 

figure? C.R. North has considered the Servant Songs carefully and has 

concluded that the prophet is referring to someone in the future ano to 

Jesus in particular.10 He indicates that although the collective inter

pretation may have been the original one, it did not receive full con

sideration in Judaism until the end of the first millenium A.D. and 

therefore is possibly in opposition to Christianity. The Judaic op

position to an individual interpretation, however, is based on linguis

tic grounds and must have merit or it would not have been accepted by 

so many Christian scholars.11 This opinion of North agrees with that 

of Jeremias who believes that from the Second Century A.D. on, Jewish 

exegesis was shaped to a large extent by opposition to Christianity, a 

circumstance which led to an avoidance of the use of the terms "Servant 

of God 11 and "The Chosen One" as designations for the Messiah by Jewish 

lOc. R. North, The Suffering Servant of Deutero-Isaiah (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1948), pp. 218:..219. iforth presents the entire 
histOI""<J of the interpretation of the Servant Songs before presenting 
his own view. H. H. Rowley, The Servant of the Lord (London: Lutter
worth Press, 1952), pp. J-57 agrees to a large extent with North's con
clusions although he finds more fluidity in the term "Servant," an os
cillation between the individual and collective meanings. 

llNorth, pp. 17-18. 
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interpreters.12 

I.f we accept the interpretation of the servant as an individual, we 

are faced with the further question of whether the pious Jew of John's 

day could conceive of the work of the Messiah in terms of vicarious suf

fering. From all the evidence it appears that the concept of the suffer

ing Messiah is a concept which is unfamiliar to' Judaism at this time. The 

Messiah may be called the Servant of God on occasion, but he is never 

thought of as suffering vicariously for his people.13 This is at least 

true of official Judaism • 

. One of the most important pieces of evidence for this is the manner 

in which the targums deal with the Is • .53 passage. In a curious way, 

they interpret it so that the Servant inspires fear among the people 

and is considered with reverence. God does not turn his face from the 

servant, but from the people who are thus despised rather than the 

Servant.14 

I.f the idea of a suffering Messiah was present it would have been 

found only among the sects on the fringes of the nation of Israel. Yet, 

as Schlatter has observed, Judaism had no single dogmatic system.1.5 It 

would therefore be possible for such an idea to have been in existence; 

12zimmerli-Jeremias, p. 7.5. 

lJSigmund Mowinckel, He That Cometh (New York: Abingdon Press, n.d. ),. 
pp. 255. 329; Cullmann, p. 19; North, p. 11; Oscar Cullmann, The Christ
ology of the New Testament, translated .by Shirley Guthrie and Charles 
Hall (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1959), pp. 58-60; Rowley, 
pp. 61-88. 

14eu11inann, Christology, p. 59. 
15A. Schlatter, Johannes der Taufer (Basel: Verlag Friedrich Rein

hardt AG, 1956),.,. p • . 129. 
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but from the available evidence we must conclude that while the idea of 

a Suffering Servant and a Messianic King were bot~ present in Judaism, 

they were never identified or brought into close relationship. 

In spite of this, it is quite obvious that John was speaking of the 

vicarious atonement of Jesus when he designated hirn as the "Lamb of God 

who takes away the sin of the world. 11 'l'here are a nu,r.ber of possibilities 

for the meaning of this designation among whi ch are that of the paschal 

victim, the daily sacrifice, the guilt offer~ng, the apocalyptic lamb 

and the Suffering Servant. A consideration of the manner in which they 

are described in comparison with the Baptist's proclamation results in 

the conclusion that objections can be raised to any one of them. 

In favor of the identification of the Lamb of God with the Paschal 

lamb one could cite the references in the Fourth Gospel to the crucifixion 

of Christ which took place at the time of the Passover as well as the 

references in I Peter 1:18.19 and I Cor • .S:7. John specifically says 

that not one of Christ's bones was broken at this time in fulfillment of 

Old Testament prophecy, a possible reference to the Paschal lamb.16 The 

two chief objections which have been raised against this interpretation 

are that the Paschal lamb is not a lamb provided by God nor is it one 

which removes sin. In addition, the paschal victim was not necessarily 

a lamb, but one of the flock from the sheep or goats.17 It is doubtful 

16c. H. Dodd, The Inter retation of the Fourth Gos el (London: 
Cambridge University ess, 19 3, p. 2 , has pointed out that this 
may just as well be a reference to Ps. 33(34):21(20). 

l7Ex:. 12:5. 
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whether the first two objections could be maintained, for it was this 

sacrifice which removed the judgment of God from those who carried out 

the directions for the paschal observance and the offering is not simply 

ordinary flesh but flesh which belongs to God.18 All the first-born are 

His. It should also be noted that the usual offering was a lamb. 

Schlatter, among others, finds the reference to the Lamb of God as 

an indication of the daily sacrifice which was offered.19 This inter

pretation has the advantage of a specific reference to the lamb as a 

victim in th~ ,?aily sacrifices, and may also be said to have been pr~

vided by God. Objections have been raised on the grounds that it is 

not, strictly speaking, provided by God and that it is not considered_ 

to be an expiation for sin.20 However, these objections do not appear 

to be valid since Lev. 17:11 clearly points to God as the provider of 

the daily sacrificial offering as an expiation for sin. 

A further comparison has been found between the lamb of God and the 

scapegoat upon which the sins of Israel were placed. The chief argument 

in its favor is that it contains the idea of the carrying away of sin. 

However, in addition to the fact that the animal used on the Day of 

Atonement was a goat and not a lamb, the verb which is used in the 

18Hellmuth F'rey, "Das Buch der ·Heimsuchung und des Auszugs Kapitel 
1-18 Des Zweiten Buches Mose," Die Botschaft des Alten Testaments (Stutt
gart: Calwer Verlag, 1949), V, 35-JB. 

19A. Schlatter, Der Evangelist Johannes (Stuttgart: Calwer Verlag, 
1960), pp. 46-47. 

2.0c. K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John (London: SPCK, 
1960), p. 147. 
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Septuagint for the taking of sin is not do<.
1

ft.v1 but ~ ~.u.13~ vi.ti. 

Anot~er interpretation which has received much support is that of 

the Lamb of God as an apocalyptic lamb. This is the conclusion of Dodd, 
I 

who feels that it refers to the Messiah as the victorious leader of his 

people who could put away sin from ar.10ng then: and overcome the powers 

of evil.21 This view takes as its starting point the eschatological 

character of John's proclamation in which the Coming One is seen as a 

leader of power and might. It finds support in the apocalyptic 

literature, particularly in t he Book of Enoch and the Testament of 

the Twelve Patriarchs.22 Dodd finds further confirmation of his 

opinion in the designation of the horned Lamb of Revelation as the 

one who overcomes evil (5:9). 

The chief objection to this interpretation is that it does not seem 

to take seriously the explanatory phrase of John's message, 11that takes 

away the sin of the world • 11 Nor does it appear to be more understandable 

to the contemporaries of John or the writer of the gospel than a reference 

to the Lamb of a sacrificial character. As C. K. Barrett says, 

the fourth gospel was written in order to present the claims 
of Christianity to the 'higher religion of Hellenism' ••• 
What, may we ask, would these men make of' the horned lamb of 
Enoch? ••• anything less likely to appeal to them than the 
apocalyptic figure of the Lamb-Messiah would be difficult to 
imagine.23 

21Dodd, p. 236; Raymond E. Brown, . 11Three Quotations From John the 
Baptist in the Gospel of John, 11 Catholic Biblical Quarterly, XXII (1960), 
295; Jean Steinmann, St. John the Baptist and the Desert Tradition, trans
lated by Michael Boyes {New York: Harper and Brothers, n.d.), p. 84. 

22Enoch 90:J8; Joseph 19:8. 

23c. K. Barrett, "The Lamb of God," New Testament Studies, I 
(1954-1955), p. ,211~ Virgulum, p. 79. 
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In s~ite of this criticism, Barrett believes that the relation-

ship is as follows : 

John the Baptist, or at any rate the earliest Christians, 
thought of the Messiah as the apocalyptic lamb, destined 
to overthrow evil. But Christian theology pondered the 
fact of Jesus• death, and Christian liturgy developed the 
notion of the Christian passover. John the Evangelist 
brought the resultant wealth of material together in a 
term which, like many that he used, was at once Jewish 
and Hellenistic, apocalyptic, theological, and liturgical; 
and so deposited at the centre of Christian theology, 
liturgy and art

4
the picture of agnus dei qui tollit 

peccata mundi.2 

Since no single one of these interpretations meets all the ob

jections whic~ could be raised, it is possible that all are somehow 

involved in John's proclamation of the Lamb of God. The reference 

is without doubt primarily to Christ's death and the overcoming of 

sin in terms of the picture of the atonement deriving fr-om the Jewish 

sacrificial system, 2' but the eschatological element is also included. 

The reference to the Lamb may also have some apocalypti'c overtones, 

although this is quite unlikely. 

To the above possibilities we must also add that of the Lamb of God 

being conceived of in terms of the Suffering Servant. Apart from Jeremias' 

suggestion of the word 11 Ia.mb 11 as representing an Aramaic original which 

had the meaning 11servant1 the close connection with the Is. 42:1 passage 

remains as has been indicated. If the passage reflected in the words 

24Barrett, "Lamb," New Testament Studies, p. 217. 

25w. Grundmann, 11 ~ .«..I.J-t./,1,J," Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, edited by G. Kittel, translated by G. Brorniley (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1964), I, J04. 
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of the heavenly voice is now related and joined to the Servant Song of 

Is. 53, John's reference is understandable. While it is true that the 

Servant is not called a Lamb in this passage and that the lamb is not 

killed but shorn, it is nevertheless also true that the servant is com

pared to a lamb (53:7). It is the work of -this Servant to make atone

ment for his people who are compared to sheep gone astray, by his vicar

ious suffering and death (53:10-12). 

In addition to the above facts, it is apparent that the early church 

saw the servant passages of Isaiah in this light. In the proclamation 

and prayer of Acts 3:12-26 and 4:27-30 Jesus is designated by the term 

7r•(i' .s , a word which could very well be translated "servant" rather than 

"son" since in the immediate context David is designated by the same 

term.26 In each of these instances in which it occurs it is closely 

bound to a reference regarding the suffering and death of Jesus. If we 

add to this the incident of the Ethiopian Eunuch (8:27-35) who was read

ing Is. 53 and its explanation by Philip there is no doubt that tne desig-

nation .,..,-p(_ 7 5 ~ E. o':J was a term applied to Christ by the very early Church 

and that its source was found in Is. 5J. 

But since all of this follows the events of Good Friday and Easter, 

the question might still be asked whether it was possible for John to have 

had and to have conveyed this understanding. If we remember that his 

mission is explained in terms of Is. 40 we have an indication of his 

26 
Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and _ 

Other Early Christian Literature, translated and adopted from the German 
by William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1957), pp. 609-610. 

/ 
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familiarity with the writing of the prophet. It is quite unlikely, 

as Schlatter observes, that John read only Is. 40 and Jesus only Is. 61, 

the two quotations with which their respective ministries are announced.27 

He was obviously aware of the passages concerning the Servant which lie 

between these two references. Through them John became aware of the 

mission of Jesus and the point at which this understanding and identifi

cation took place was obviously at the baptism of Jesus. 

The meagerness of the accounts makes an awareness of all the con

tacts between John and Jesus impossible. The evangelists are not in

terested in giving us a detailed chronological record of all the activ

ities of each. However, the dialogue between John and Jesus prior to 

His baptism indicates at least a beginning awareness on ~he part of John 

of something which was confirmed by the descent of the Spirit upon Him 

on that occasion.28 Nor can we eliminate the special revelation which, 

like the baptism which John proclaimed, came from God. 29 With the descent 

of the Holy Spirit upon Him John became fully aware of the fact that this 

was the one designated by God as the Messiah, the Coming One whom he had 

been proclai~ing. This was the Chosen One of God upon whom He had put 

His Spirit. 

The objection has been raised that John did not see the Spirit 

descending upon Jesus and that the proclamation recorded by the Fourth 

Gospel was simply placed into the mouth of the Baptist by the Evangelist. 

27Adolph Schlatter, Die Geschichte des Christus (Stuttgart: 
Calwer Verlag, 1960), p. IoB. 

28Matt. J :14-15. 

29Jn. l:JJ./ 
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It is true that Matt. J:16 and Mark 1:10 speak only of a vision by ·Jesus 

of the Spirit of God descending from the open heavens with the accompany

ing voice and Luke does not specify the witnesses, whereas the Fourth 

Gospel explicitly states that John also witnessed this tremendous event.JO 

But this again may be due only to a manner of reporting. The account of 

Luke permits· and Matthew and l1ark do not explicitly deny that John wit

nessed it. It may not have suited their particular 'purpose to record it, 
, 

while the Fourth Gospel ·with its emphasis on ...U.<'iftvJt-f. may have included 

it because it was in agreement with its peculiar thrust.31 

Furthermore, the synoptics seem to presuppose some ~ind of an under

standing which took place between John and Jesus regarding their respective 

missions. If this had not occurred, Christ's answer to the Baptist's 

question from prison would have been as enigmatic for John as his procla

mation of the Lamb of God is sometimes supposed to have been to the 

ordinary Jew. In contradiction to those who say that this question in

dicates a lack of understanding of the mission of Jesus, it rather con

finns John's experience at the baptism and his witness of the startling 

events together with the understanding which accompanied it. Languish-

ing in prison, John's natural reaction may have been to emphasize those 

J00iarles H. Scobie, John the Baptist (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1964), pp. 146-148, concludes that this is definite proof that a develop
ment has taken place and that the record of the Fourth Gospel is not to 
be c~nsidered as factual in the report~ng of the baptism of Jesus. 

JlNils Alstrup Dahl, "The Johannine Church and History," Current 
Issues in New Testament Theology, edited by Wm. Klassen and Graydon 
Snyder (New York: Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1962), PP• 130-131 • 

., 
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aspects of his proclamation which concerned the Coming One who would 

purge His threshing floor and destroy the fruitless trees. What he had 

thought would occur was not taking place, and doubt began to creep into 

his mind. It was at this point that Christ recalled him to a remembrance 

of the baptism experience by a reference to the prophecy of Is. 61 with 

its proclamation of the anointin~ with the Spirit which wQuld enable the 

one of whom the prophet spoke to preach good tidings to the meek, bind 

up the broken hearted, proclaim liberty to the captives, open the doors 

of the prisons, and proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord, the great 

year of Jubilee. It was an encouragement to him in his present desperate 

situation as well as a confirmation of the truth of his previous identifi

cation of the Coming One. 

Assuming then that John did witness the startling events at the 

baptism of Jesus and heard the heavenly voice, the witness of the Baptist 

subsequent to the baptism of ~esus recorded by the evangelist John is 

entirely possible and can be accepted as true. It is a witness which is 

consistent with the facts and in agreement with the prophecies of the 

Old Testament on which his message was based. 

~/hen John proclaimed one who would come baptizing with the Hely Spirit 

and fire, he was proclaiming one who was supernatural, one who had the 

power to save and to condemn. As such He was above all, not simply prior 

in time, although that was also true, but above everything. He was ,rf:Jto~ 
I 

not 7Tf of-t f 0 s (Jn. 1:15). With His appearance the Kingdom of Heaven 

was coming. By this proclamation John expressed the thought that He 

must not only become, but that He was and is before the Baptist, and not 
\ 

only before him, but before all. He must come out of the heavenly realm 
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from God upon the earth.32 To believe in Him is to believe in God.33 

As has been indicated, this proclamation of John is based upon the 

experience at the baptism of Jesus. The proclamation in Jn. 1:15 is not 

to be considered as a proclamation prior to that event, but is a part of 

the prologue of the Fourth Gospel which anticipates the event recorded in 

1 :29-34, at which time John indicates that pri~r to the descent of the 

Spirit in fulfillment of the Isaiah prophecy and the special revelation 

from God he was not aware that Jesus was this Coming One whom he had 

proclaimed. 34 

In view of this, we cannot agree with i3ailey who says: 

The gospels nowhere record that Jesus made a declaration of 
his messiahship to John, neither do they- assert that John had 
affirmed the messiahship of Jesus in wholly unambiguous terms. 
John's conduct in continuing to gather d~sciples and his 
message from prison alike find their natural explanation in 
a lingering question in John's mind, not as to the character, 
but as to the official standing of Jesus •••• It was this 
doubt, we must believe, that made him "less than the least 
in the Kingdom.1135 

32Schlatter, Johannes der Taufer, p. 12). 

33Jn. 3 :)6. 

34rr the alternate reading of Jn. 1:34 is accepted, it would not 
be necessary to insist that John proclaimed Jesus as the Son of God, 
but simply as the "Chosen" of God, supra, p. 111. However, since the 
~extual evidence for the wording,of the voice at the baptism of Jesus 
is overwhelmingly in favor of ~to~ and since there is no compelling 
reason for assuming that John did not hear it, this designation of 
Jesus by him as vtos should be retained. 

J5J. W. Bailey, "John the Baptist: The !fan and His Message.," 
Biblical World, XXVI (1919), 424. 



124 

In Christ the two concepts of the Nessianic King and the Suffering 

Servant which had lain side by side in the thought of Judaism were 

brought together once again.36 Judaism could not reconcile the two 

ideas and had emphasized the royal aspect of the Messiah's work, inter

preting all of Is. 53 in terms of a conquering servant. With His proc

lamation, John recalled his listeners to the true prophetic word, though 

he h~mself may not have grasped its full implications. The thought of a 

combination of Servant and King was already there in the prophecy of 

Is. 53:12 concerning the Servant who, because of his vicarious suffer~g, 

would receive a portion with the great and divide the spoil with the 

strong.37 But it was as difficult for John to accept and fully grasp 

this identification as it was for the disciples of Jesus at a later time. 

In spite of the experience of John, in spite of the specific words of 

Jesus, both still retained hopes of a i'iessianic Kingdom on earth, ruled 

by this One whom they recognized as the Messiah. In their limited under

standing, His actions and words were frequently paradoxical. The Isai~ 

prophecy already contained this paradox • 

.36Arch B. Taylor, "Decision in the Desert," Interpretation, XIV 
(1960), JOl. Taylor, however, indicates that the two concepts were 
first brought together by Christ. 

31A. Bentzen, King and Messiah (Chicago: Alec R. Allenson, Inc., 
1956), p. 71, agrees with this but feels that behind the identification 
of King and quffering Servant lies the 11\)'th of "First Man" which pre
figures the sufferers in the Psalms as well as Is. 49, 50, and 53. 
H. Ringgren, The Messiah in the Old Testament (Chicago: Alec R. Allenson, 
Inc., 1956), p. 66, believes that the idea of the king doing penitence 
and atoning for the sins of the people is the source of this identifi
cation by the prophet. 

' I 
I 

, 
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The descent of the Spirit upon Jesus in fulfillment of that prophecy 

was one of the mighty saving acts of God with which the Kingdom of Heaven 

was inaugurated. By His baptism Christ bound Himself not only to a nation 

but to all people who were involved in the same problem of sin, and the 

descent of the Spirit upon Him was a manifestation of His position as . 

the Servant-Son who would suffer vicariously for them. For Himself it 

was the divine signal to begin His public work.38 His anointment by 

the Holy Spirit without ·measure was the fulfillment of the words of 

Ps. 45:6.7 as the Epistle to the Hebrews indicates (1:8.9). In the 

baptism He was, so to speak, equipped with the Spirit for His ministry. 

His whole life was under the guidance of the Spirit so that inunediately 

following the baptism event it drove Him into the wilderness and He 

returned in the power of that same Spirit, Lk. 4:1.J..4. He began His 

ministry with the text from Isaiah 61 which emphasizes the Spirit 

(Lk. 4:18), so that in a deep and inexplicable way the Holy Spirit 

appears to be in control of the Messianic timetable.J9 When the hour 

was come--an apparent reference to this divine timetable which con

trolled His work--He went to His baptism of death for all men as the 

King of the Jews (Mk. 10:38). In this work of His suffering, death, 

resurrection, and ascension, He opened the Kingdom of Heaven to all 

believers who recogpize in Him the Servant-King foreseen by the Old 

Testament prophets, the Lamb of God who takes awar the sin of -the world, 
. . 

the beloved Son in whom the Father took great pleasure. 

JBschlatter, Geschichte, p. 90. 

39Herbert J. A. Bouman, "The Baptism of Cllrist with Special 
Reference to the Gift of the Spirit, 11 Concordia Theological Monthly, 
XXVII (Jan. 1~51), p. 10. 
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Rooted in the prophetic message of the Old Testament, .the word 

which John the Baptist proclaimed was a compelling word for the people 

of his day. His message was above all an eschatological ~essage, pro

claiming the fact that the God of history who had from of old been 
I 

leading the course of history was about to break in upon it personally, 

powerfully, in the person of the Mess:iah. With His arrival a new 

state of affairs would come into existence. In fulfillment of Old 

Testament prophecy it would be a definitive outpouring of the powers 

of deliverance and salvation, the restitution of mankind, and would 

involve the formation of a new eschatological conununity. 

The preparation for this eschatological conununity was to be carried 

out by means of a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins, a 

radical turning which involved a transformation in outlook and a refor

mation in . conduct. John came in the way of righteousness (Matt. 21:J2) 

and with his proclamation, this righteousness was rescued from the narrow 

and false interpretation which had been foisted upon it by legalism and 

returned to its former Old Testament underst.anding. It was a call to a 

heart-searching repentance, not a mere lip service or life of conformity 

to cultic regulation. The baptism of repentance was a recognition of 

personal ·guilt, acceptance of the judgment of God on past life, and an 

acknowledgment of the need for the redemptive activity of God. In the 

impending crisis the righteous and repentant would be saved. Those who 

rejected the divinely ordained means would. be lost. 

As the Old Testament prophets had foretold, this community would 

consist of people whom God Himself would raise up to be its members. 
; 
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In it blood relationship with Abraham was of no consequence. This com

munity would result from the supernatural action of God, the action of 

His life-giving Spirit which would be dispensed by the Coming One whose 

coming meant judgment and deliverance and whose certain appearance gave 

John's baptism its validity. God was able to raise live children of 

Abraham for Himself from dead stones. Through the Spirit He did just 

that. For the Holy Spirit is the author of life, God in action. Where 

the Spirit is, there is God, creating, empowering, filling with wisdom 

and insight. 

All of this was not to be accomplished by the Baptist. He was 

merely a preparatory voice. This would be accomplished by the Coming 

One who was not only a king, but a prophet like Moses who had seen God 

face to face and would bring God's message to His people. But He was 

more than a prophet. He was the prophet who was to come. In agreement 

with Old Testament prophetic utterances, John proclaimed that this one 

would not only be a human being, although He would be that also. He had 

power beyond that of arry human individual, a power that belonged only 

to God. It was He who had the power to cleanse the threshing floor and 

burn the chaff in unquenchable fire while He gathered the wheat into 

the granary of God. He was the one who would swing the axe to cut down 

the unfruitful tree. These are powers which belong to God alone. Appear

ing in history subsequent to John, He was actually before him because He 

had been from eternity. 

This formation of the eschatological ~ornmunity was to be accomplished 

through the Servant of Yahweh foreseen by the prophet Isaiah, the Lamb 

of God who would bring forgiveness through his sacrificial death. Those 
;' 

--
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who received Hirn would be baptized with the Spirit with which He Himself 

had been anointed without measure at His baptism, a baptism which bound 

. Hirn to His people and which was the beginning of His mission of salvation, 

to be accomplished through a bapt~sm of suffering and death. 

All of this is not to say that those who approached John to hear him 

• and submit to his baptism were fully aware of arxJcould systematically 

proclaim these ideas. It is quite likely that rnany ·of them were con

vinced only that this was a prophet of God and that his message was one 

which was to be heard, believed, and followed. But with this dependence 

on the message of the prophet from God they also received the blessings 

contained in the message of repentance-baptism. It is also possible 

that while all of these thoughts were not present in the mind of any 

single individual other than John himself as they were revealed to him 

by the Spirit of God in the events which occurred, they were present 

among the people as a collective group. For a recognition of John as a 

prophet would turn them to the thoughts of the previous prophets, recall

ing their message and awakening new insights into their proclamation. 

For the message of John is without doubt a message based on their words, 

although it is a significant advance beyond them. 

Obedience to the prophetic message of John would also have led these 

people to the Christ whom John had the privilege to identify. Having 

been a witness of the divine approval given through the theophany and 

the celestial voice, John, as the last -of the Old Testament prophets, 

had the privilege of directing the attention of those who heard him to 

Jesus of Nazareth, the Coming One sent from God. Those who followed 

his direction came to know that whatever John had said concerning Him 

/ 
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was true. Although under the rigors of imprisonment the vision was some

what dinuned for -the prophet himself so that doubt concerriing the identity 

of the Coming One began to creep into his mind, a reminder based on the 

prophetic message of Isaiah recalled him to that blessed event of the 

baptism of Jesus and renewed his faith. Everything he had proclaimed 
I 

was taking place, although in a paradoxjcal. manner. There is no real · 

evidence to indicate that either John or his true disciples ever denied 

the Messiahship of Jesus of Nazareth or were antagonistic to Him. The 

fact that the death of John was reported by his friends to Jesus indicates 

that there was a closeness between them which is best explained on the 

basis of the relationship as described by the gospels, that of the Christ 

and His precursor. 

Although he may be described as the last of the Old Testament prophets, 

and we are people who live in the New Testament era, the importance of 

John should not be minimized. Throughout its history the Church has 

recognized the importance of the position, message, and action of John 

the Baptist. As a consequence he has played _ a significant role in the 

life and liturgy of the Church. Of all the important personages of the 

Old ~d New Testam~nts the festival of his nativity is the only one--

in addition to that of Christ--which was introduced into both Greek and 

Latin liturgies. The Lutheran Church has retained the observance of this 

event among its festival days and celebrates it on June 24. In addition, 

.two other days have been assigned to John the Baptist in certain areas 

of the Church, his conception observed on September 24 and his beheading, 

/ 

/ 
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remembered on August 29.1 

Portions of his message as well as events in his life have been 

incorporated in the various liturgies of the Church. The Benedictus, 

the song of praise sung by the father of the Baptist at his birth, is 

one of the canticles which may be sung at the Yiatins service. The 
• 

~gnus~ sung at the celebration of Holy Communion is rooted in John's 

identifying message, "Behold the Lamb of God which takes away the sin 

of the world _." The Advent propers wisely refer to the message and pre

paratory activity of this man. The proper preface takes note of this 
. 

when it says, 11whose way John the Baptist prepared proclaiming Him the 

Messiah, the very Lamb of God, and calling sinners to repentance that 

they might escape from the wrath to be revealed when He cometh again 

in glory." The Third Sunday in Advent has as its gospel the section 

taken from Matt. 11:2-10 containing the question of John from prison 

and the answer of Christ which includes His witness to the Baptist. 

Joined to the epistle for the day, I Cor. 4:1-5, it is a reminder to 

Christians to be faithful in their witness to the Christ so that at 

His second coming they may receive the same sort of commendation. The 

gospel perico;:e for the Fourth Sunday in Advent taken from John 1:19-28 

is the account of the interrogation of the Baptist by the Jewish re

ligious authorities and the witness of John to the Christ. It was a 

joyful task for him to bear this witness in view of the nearness of the 

Kingdom of Heaven as it is also the Christian's joyful task to bear the 

same witness in the world today in view of the coming of the Son of Man. 

lAlban Butler, Butler's Lives of the Saints, edited, revised and 
supplemented by Herbert 'l'hurston and Donald Attwater (London: Burns and 
Oates, 1956), III', 440-442. 

=· 
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If we take the phrase "the Coming One" as a messianic designation, the 

gospel for the first Sunday in Advent, Matt. 21:1-9, would also recall 

the message of John as it speaks of the joyful shouts of the crowd ac

companying Christ I s entry into Jerusalem, "Blessed is he ~ _c_o_m_e_t_h in 

the name of the Lord." It is the sarne lesson which appears on Palmarum. 

To these we might add the context in which the 'Transfiguration gospel 

appears, a context which contains the identification of John the Baptist 

as the Elijah who was to come. 

The message of John is still relevant fer the Church of today. 

It is first of all a reminder that there is a need for re-emphasis on 

the study of the prophetic message of the Old Testament as a basis for 

and understanding of the New Testament. Many of the motifs of the New 

Testament writers are presented so subtly that their message can often 

be read without an awareness of its implications. Not only the message 

of John, but also the message of Christ, his apostles, and the early 

Church are firmly rooted in the writings of the prophets of the Old 

Covenant. The Old Testament themes of repentance, the Kingdom, the Day 

of the Lord, forgiveness and judgment are taken up and defined in their 

relation to the great event of history, the ~pearance of the Coming One. 

This interdependence once again underscores the unity of scripture. 

The message of John also speaks strongly to the Church of today 

against a trust in · mere formalism of any kind. There is always the 

danger that members will divert their attention from the one way of 

righteousness and again lapse into a righteousness whose basis is legal

ism. John's message points out most clearly that neither blood nor 

denominational ancestry is a criterion for 'membership in the Kingdom 

of Heaven; Righteousness is individual, based on the relationship be-
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tween a man and his God, a relationship determined by his attitude toward 

the one way of salvation appointed by God. In achieving this righteousness, 

the individual is completely powerless and dependent on the initiative of 

God for transformation and reformation. 

The attitude of John is also a standard for emulation by the 9hurch 

and its individual members. 11 He must increase 'While I must decrease, 11 

is his message concerning the Coming One. John, the greatest one on 

earth, says that he is nothing in comparison. to the Christ and wants to 

receive of His fulness. It is the Church's task to point to Christ as 

did John. It is not to find its glory in its own achievements but is 

rather to guide people to Christ through its message and action. 

This guidance must take place in the context of the world although 

it is also a call to be separate from the world and its influence. Here 

again the message of John is most instructive. As people from all walks 

of life approached him receiving his repentance-baptism their question 

was, "What shall we do?" (Lk. J:10). John's answer does not reflect a 

weakness in his message as has been supposed, a mere irterim ethic which 

is binding until the appearance of the Coming One, the Judge.2 It is 

rather an exhortation to individuals to be what they are, persons whose 

sins have been forgiven, who are living under the kingship of the Coming 

One who acknowledges them as His own and gathers them together. It is 

nothing less than the Christian doctrine of good works, for these are 

actions which are in conformity with the transformation which has taken 

2T. w. Manson, The Sayings of Jesus (London: SCM Press Limited, 
1954), pp. 253-254. 

, 
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place.) The turning to God is a turning which is reflected in daily . 

action within one I s calling. John I s message is a messag_e which speaks 

of a radical cure for the sickness of society in his d~ as it does in 

our -own, speaking out against inunorality, injustice, and dishonesty, 

but recognizing that th~ correction of the evil cannot take place unti1 

the radical turning to .God has occurred. It is a reminder to the Church 

of the basic nature of its message which is the message of the prophets, 

of the Christ, and of His disciples. 

Furthermore, while the message of John .points to the formation of 

an eschatological community with the arrival of the Coming One, it does 

not signify an organizational structure. Rather the Kingdom of Heaven 

which comes into being with the Messianic Age is the reign of God among 

His people for judgment and deliverance, a reign which brings with it the 

blessing. of the Spirit of God. Living under the Reign of God, the Church 

needs to recognize more and more the power of the Spirit which has been 

poured out in previously unknown measure and utilize that power. With 

it should come the boldness for witness and leadership and the wisdom 

to meet the challenges which God has set before His people. 

The world of today is in much the same position as the Jewish nation 

of John's day. It needs to hear the same eschatological message which he 

proclaimed. The Church's message to it must be the message of the Baptist, 

"Repentt For the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand." While the eschaton is 

present with the arrival of Christ, its· completion does not occur unti1 

3Bek~nntnisschriften der .Evan elischen--Lutherischen Kirche (Goettingen: 
Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 19 9 , "Apologia der Konfession," Article IV. 
(II.), paragraph 142, p. 212; Article VI, paragraph 35, p. 280. 

/ 
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the day of an individual's death or the parousia. Nevertheless, with 

the life, death, an~ resurrection of Christ, the once-and-for-all event 

has occurred and it is the reaction to that event which determines 

whether a man is within or without the reign of God. Therefore this 

event, together -with its conclusion, must be proclaimed with the same 

sense of urgency which characterized the preaching of John the Baptist. 

"Today, while it is still today" is the time limit for that reaction.4 

Rejecting this sign has ·the same consequences as the rejection of the 

sign of the Voice crying in the wilderness. Those who refuse it face 

the prospect of unquenchable fire. Those who accept it are safely with

in the storehouse of God. 

Finally there is the example of the witness of John as a fearless 

witness. It is a witness which needs to be offered to all social ranks 

and classes regardless of the consequences. It is not a muffled voice 

but a sharp, clear condemnation of sin and a bold proclamation of the 

promise of forgiveness and power through the Lamb of God, the Coming 

One who baptizes with the Holy Spirit and~th fire, whose baptism for 

His people was the beginning of the New Testament.5 

4Heb. J:lJ. 

5n. Martin Luther's Evangelien--AusleHung, edited by Erwin Mulhaupt 
(Goettingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 193 -1954), II, 14. 

/ 
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