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DISCIPLES OF JOHN THE BAPTIST. AN EXAMINATION OF THE 
EVIDENCE FOR THEIR EXISTENCE, AND AN ESTIMATE 

OF THEIR SIGNIFICANCE FOR THE STUDY OF 
. THE FOURTH GOSPEL 

Abstract 

This study begins by examining the evidence for the claim that 

alongside the early Christian communities there existed a movement 

committed completely to the view that John the Baptist was the 

Messiah. References to John, and to his disciples, i n various non-

canonical works f a i l to substantiate absolutely t h i s claim, but they 

do indicate that extreme views about John were c i r c u l a t i n g long 

a f t e r h i s death. On the basis o f the New Testament evidence i t 

seems clear that John created at least the nucleus of a Johannite 

sect, that he saw himself as the precursor of Yahweh and f a i l e d t o 

appreciate the significance o f Jesus, and that a f t e r h i s death some 

of his followers held for a time the b e l i e f that he had been the 

eschatological Prophet or Messiah. 

Eventually, and probably w e l l before the end of the f i r s t cen­

t u r y , the great majority of Johannites entered the Christian Church 

and re-interpreted John's role i n t h e ' l i g h t of t h e i r new commitment. 

They came to recognize that John was indeed the forerunner o f Jesus 

and the herald o f the Kingdom of God. This recognition was e n t i r e l y 



i n accordance with the way Jesus himself had sought to explain 

John's mission and to l i n k i t with his own. 

The Fourth Gospel's account of John's ministry r e f l e c t s i n d i r ­

e c t l y his f a i l u r e , and the temporary f a i l u r e of many of his follow­

ers, to recognize the importance of Jesus. I t seems that the 

Jewish opposition to the Church attempted to make i t s own malicious 

use of the t r a d i t i o n s of t h i s early period of Johannite h i s t o r y ; 

and i t was the need to combat t h i s phenomenon, and not any Johan-

nites who had remained independent of the Church and perhaps also 

adopted gnostic views, that explains the obvious polemic i n the 

Fourth Gospel against exaggerated views of John's status. 

i i 



DISCIPLES OF JOHN THE BAPTIST. AW EXAMINATION OF THE 
EVIDENCE FOR THEIR EXISTENCE, AND AN ESTIMATE 

OF THEIR SIGNIFICANCE FOR THE STUDY OF 
THE FOURTH GOSPEL 

JOHN HUGH HUGHES, B.A. 

M.A., 1969 

The copyright of this thesis rests with the author. 

No quotation from it should be published without 

his prior written consent and information derived 

from it should be acknowledged. 

i i i 



ABSTRACT 
TITLE PAGE 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

CHAPTER ONE 

CHAPTER TWO 

CHAPTER THREE 

CHAPTER FOUR 

CHAPTER FIVE 

CHAPTER SIX 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

- INTRODUCTION 

- THE NEW TESTAMENT 
EVIDENCE FOR THE 
EXISTENCE OF A 
JOHANNITE SECT 

- THE NON-BIBLICAL 
EVIDENCE FOR THE 
EXISTENCE OF A 
JOHANNITE SECT 

- JOHN'S MESSAGE AND 
MISSION 

- JOHN AND JESUS 

- THE FOURTH GOSPEL 
AND THE SUPPORTERS 
OF JOHN 

- CONCLUSION 



APPENDIX - THE DISCIPLES OF 

JOHN AND GNOSTICISM 172 - 185 

NOTES - 186 - 217 

BIBLIOGRAPHY - 218 - 231 

v 



LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

AJT American Journal of Theology 

ATR Anglican Theological Review 

BJRL Bu l l e t i n of the John Rylands Library 

CQR Church Quarterly Review 

ET Expository Times 

HDB Hastings' Dictionary of the Bible 

HTR Harvard Theological Review 

JBL Journal of B i b l i c a l Literature 

JJS Journal of Jewish Studies 

JQR Jewish Quarterly Review 

JTS Journal of Theological Studies 

NT Novum Testament urn 

NTS New Testament Studies 

ZNW Ze i t s c h r i f t fur die Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 

ZThK Z e i t s c h r i f t fur Theologie und Kirche 

v i 



1 

.CHAPTER ONE 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

I t i s a matter o f fact that much of the comment on the New 

Testament references to John the Baptist has as i t s basis the claim 

that there was i n existence during the f i r s t Christian century a 

sect o f John the Baptist's disciples which claimed an excessive 

importance for i t s master. In 1898 W. Baldensperger presented 

a thesis which claimed that the Fourth Gospel i s p r i m a r i l y a 

"polemic-apologetic" work directed against a party o f followers 

of John the Baptist which set up i t s master as a Messianic r i v a l 

to J e s u s M o s t c r i t i c s found Baldensperger's argument extreme, 

but the idea became current t h a t there existed during the f i r s t 
2 

centuries of the Christian era a party o f Johannites which, to some 

extent at least, influenced the Fourth Evangelist as he presented 

his p o r t r a i t o f John the Baptist and stated the relationship 

between him and Jesus. In his famous commentary on the Fourth 

Gospel, R. Bultmann takes up many of Baldensperger's suggestions, 

and he argues further that the Fourth Evangelist was probably a 

one-time member of the Baptist sect who took over t o his new f a i t h , 

not only most o f the Prologue, but also certain other gnostic ideas 
3 

which Bultnann supposes to have been current i n t h i s Baptist sect. 

The three most important biographies of John the Baptist t h i s cen­

tu r y a l l maintain that the Johannite sect posed serious problems 
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for the e a r l i e s t Christian communities. 0. Cullmann confidently 
asserts that i t can be demonstrated how the whole of the Fourth 
Gospel, and especially the Prologue, carries on a polemic against 
the sect of the Baptist. 5 Some scholars also f i n d traces of a n t i -
Johannite polemic i n the Synoptic Gospels, and much of the Lukan 
infancy narratives i s often claimed to have been derived from a 
Johannite source. 

However, i n recent years the general hypothesis of the exis­

tence of an unorthodox Johannite sect, and o f i t s influence on 

the w r i t i n g of the Gospels, has been seriously questioned. In 

hi s two books on the Fourth - Gospel, C. H. Dodd shows that he i s 

evidently unimpressed by the evidence commonly adduced as proving 

the existence of a Johannite sect, and i n his second work he 

strongly urges that the information about John the Baptist given 

by the Fourth Evangelist should be considered h i s t o r i c fact rather 

than polemic fantasy. W. L. Knox believes that the "prevailing 

view of the existence of a large, coherent and i n f l u e n t i a l Baptist 
7 

sect" rests on extremely slender evidence ; and J. L. Teicher 

rejects as untenable the claim that there was ever a sect or com­

munity of followers of John the Baptist which believed i n him as 
g 

the Messiah. 

J. A. T. Robinson's judgement on t h i s question i s that "the 

whole question of the existence of t h i s Baptist sect deserves a 

thorough re-examination since i t i s regularly taken for granted 

and a great deal of what passes fo r New Testament c r i t i c i s m i s 
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g 

b u i l t upon i t " . Robinson goes on to say that theories o f a n t i -

Johannite polemic i n the New Testament should not be considered 

plausible unless a p r i o r case can be made out for the existence 

of an unorthodox Baptist sect against which a New Testament w r i t e r 

could have directed his polemic shafts; and he argues that the 

type of c i r c u l a r argument which seeks to deduce the existence of 

a r i v a l Johannite sect from supposed traces of polemic i n the 

Gospels themselves, i s of l i m i t e d value unless t h i s hypothesis o f 

the existence of a Johannite sect i s given c r e d i b i l i t y on other, 

independent, grounds. With t h i s i n mind the present enquiry 

seeks f i r s t t o establish reasonable grounds fo r the claim that a 

Johannite sect did e x i s t , and then t o see what significance t h i s 

claim has for the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the Johannine account of John 

the Baptist. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE NEW TESTAMENT EVIDENCE FOR THE 
EXISTENCE OF A JOHANNITE SECT 

One possible approach would be to begin with a challenge t o 

Robinson's claim that those arguments are valueless which seek t o 

prove the existence of an independent Johannite sect from alleged 

traces o f anti-Johannite polemic i n the Gospels themselves. What 

Robinson rejects as c i r c u l a r argument i s simply an attempt t o form­

ulate an hypothesis which best explains the available evidence, and 

i t cannot be said that t h i s i s an improper procedure i n h i s t o r i c a l 

research.^" There i s , however, no need t o dwell here on the proper 

a t t i t u d e t o be taken to the arguments which seek to prove the exis­

tence o f a Johannite sect from supposed polemic i n the New Testament 

record. Predominant as t h i s type o f argument i s , i t must not be 

allowed t o obscure the fact that there are to be found i n the New 

Testament other indications which make i t reasonable t o claim that 

a d i s t i n c t l y Johannite movement was active during the f i r s t century 

A.D. 

In examining the New Testament evidence, i t i s important not 

to confine discussion to the question whether a Johannite sect 

existed a f t e r the deaths of John and Jesus, when i t could have 

been i n a position to embarrass the early Christian communities. 

The answer t o t h i s question i s dependent to a great extent on 



5 

whether or not the followers o f John the Baptist constituted some 

sort o f formal group during his l i f e t i m e . 

With regard t o t h i s l a t t e r issue, there are one or two general 

considerations which appear to rule out the p o s s i b i l i t y that John 

the Baptist was the l i v i n g leader of a c l e a r l y defined movement. 

C. H. H. Scobie introduces his discussion about the disciples o f 

John with the assertion that the Baptist was so convinced of the 

imminent end of days, that he could have had no intent i o n o f founding 
2 

a sect. Rejecting those arguments i n favour o f in t e r p r e t i n g John's 

baptism i n a s t r i c t l y i n i t i a t o r y sense, Scobie goes on to emphasize 

that the great majority o f those baptized must have returned home to 
3 

t h e i r d a i l y tasks. 

The inconsistency between these points and the proposition that 

under John's leadership a formal movement of Johannites took shape, 

i s more apparent than r e a l . The thought o f the fastrapproaching 

end of days would not necessarily have prevented John from gathering 

around him a group o f followers sharing a common di s c i p l i n e and mode 

of l i f e ; indeed, h i s emphasis on the decisiveness of the coming 

events might w e l l have made secondary those usual p r a c t i c a l d i f ­

f i c u l t i e s which tend to thwart any attempt at community b u i l d i n g . 

As f o r those who did return t o t h e i r homes a f t e r baptism, i t may 

confidently be surmised that they would have continued t o keep i n 

touch with John. The care which he i s reported to have taken 

l e s t an unworthy person be the recipient o f his baptism (Matt. 3 . 

7 - 9 ; Luke 3 . 7 - 8 ) must have helped forge a close bond between 
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Baptizer and baptized. 
But these points have the significance only o f overruling cer­

t a i n a p r i o r i objections to the hypothesis of an intimate c i r c l e of 

Johannites existing during the l i f e t i m e o f the Baptist. Further 

evidence i s obviously needed before t h i s hypothesis can be accepted. 

This evidence i s provided by the fact that a l l four Gospels 

make reference t o John having disciples ( fjuL0rjrUL ) during his l i f e ­

time. The same word, fju<0rjTtCL , i s used by the Gospel writers o f 

the disciples o f Jesus, and from t h i s i t may be deduced that the 

type of relationship e x i s t i n g between John and his disciples was 

similar to that existing between Jesus and his disciples., In t h i s 

respect the disciples of both Jesus and John can be compared with 

the disciples o f a Jewish doctor who were so attached to t h e i r 

master as to have a role not unlike that o f a slave. A Rabbinic 

saying o f the t h i r d century reads, "Every work which a slave per­

forms for h i s l o r d , a disciple must do f o r his teacher, except 

14. 

loosing his shoe." Just as the disciples of Jesus d i f f e r e d from 

the many who had heard his message i n that they forsook t h e i r ordin­

ary occupations to be with him always, so must we see i n the 

disciples of John a group of men who had chosen to bind themselves 

to the wilderness prophet and to remain i n constant attendance upon 

him. K. H. Rengstorf emphasizes that "the ^m0fjH(L of the Baptist 

are not presented as a loose throng constantly coming and going. 

They are a s o l i d group, closed both inwardly and outwardly, and 

closely related t o the Baptist."^ That t h i s band of disciples 
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li v e d i n such intimate fellowship with John creates a strong presump­
t i o n that t h i s same devotion would have seen them through the tragedy 
of t h e i r master's death, and encouraged them to champion s t i l l t h e i r 
allegiance to the Baptist and his ideals. 

Confirmation o f t h i s inference may wel l be provided by the 

Synoptic reference t o the practice o f fasting by John's disciples 

(Mark 2. 18; Matt. 9. 1M-; Luke 5. 33). Some exegetes l i n k t h i s 

practice o f fasting t o the ascetic habits o f John himself and con­

clude that the reference should be dated at a time during his minis­

t r y . This i t s e l f i s of no small significance f o r i t indicates that 

i t was more than j u s t a common personal l o y a l t y to t h e i r master 

which bound the Johannites together. Fasting and fellowship were 

frequently related. Although fasting was obligatory only on the 

Day o f Atonement, the Pharisees appear to have fasted twice a week, 

on Mondays and Thursdays. Ascetic a c t i v i t i e s were common also i n 

other sectarian groups active at t h i s time. We should therefore 

see i n t h i s Johannite practice o f fas t i n g something more than a 

"re v i v a l of old I s r a e l i t e ideals o f the bareness and austeri t y o f 

the desert l i f e " . I t may be an exaggeration to see the practice 
7 

as part o f a set o f " s p i r i t u a l exercises", but, whatever i t s 
precise i n t e n t i o n , the regular practice o f fasting must have served 

g 

to provide an element o f cohesion between the disciples o f John. 

This common di s c i p l i n e would have probably helped these disciples 

to r e t a i n t h e i r i d e n t i t y a f t e r the death of t h e i r master. 

A sim i l a r conclusion can be drawn from the disciples' practice 
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of prayer, reported i n Luke 5. 33, "The disciples o f John fast often 
and o f f e r prayers", and i n Luke 11. 1, "Lord, teach us t o pray, as 
John taught his disciples". The fact that the disciples of Jesus 
should consider the prayers of the Johannites worthy of i m i t a t i o n 
shows that the reference i n Luke 11. 1 i s not t o those prayers used 
generally by the Jews, but to special prayers composed by John him­
s e l f for use by his close followers. We know that the Rabbis some­
times drew up such prayers for t h e i r disciples.. . . That John should 

g 

have given his disciples a special prayer or prayers, f o r use 

probably at fixed times of the day according t o r u l e , c e r t a i n l y 

confirms the suggestion that a d i s t i n c t community was beginning to 

take shape around the Baptist during h i s l i f e t i m e . Such a select 

group, equipped with a unifying d i s c i p l i n e of prayer and f a s t i n g , 

might well have had enough s p i r i t u a l stamina to survive the shock 

of t h e i r master's imprisonment and death. 

I t i s also possible that the Synoptic references to these 

Johannite practices o f fasting and prayer constitute direct 

evidence for the survival of a Johannite sect a f t e r John's death. 

I f , as Mark and Matthew suggest, Jesus began his public ministry 

a f t e r the imprisonment o f John, the references i n question must 

indicate that "during the ministry of Jesus there s t i l l existed 
10 

a group of disciples of John". There i s too the point made by 

M. Goguel about Mark 2. 18. "Le f a i t q u ' i l est parle des disciples 

de Jean et non pas de Jean et des disciples montre que 1'episode se 

place apres l a mort ou, au moins, apres 1'emprisonnement de Jean-
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Baptiste et c'est l ' i n d i c e de l a persistance du groupement des dis­
ciples de Jean apres l a d i s p a r i t i e s de leur m a l t r e . " ^ Despite 
the death of t h e i r master, i t would appear that the disciples were 
i n no mood to give up t h e i r allegiance to him, and t h a t f o r a time 
at l e a s t , they continued t h e i r regular practice of fasting and 
prayer. 

Another possible implication of the references to Johannite 

prayer and fasting i s t h a t they indicate the survival of Johahnite 

groups long a f t e r John's death. Commenting on Mark 2.. 18, C. R. 

Bowen argues that the author expects his readers "to be f a m i l i a r 

with the concept fUiOrjUU VbWvVou » though the Gospel has not 
12 

previously described or even named such a group". From t h i s 

Bowen deduces that Mark "knows a d e f i n i t e and l i m i t e d group and 

something of t h e i r characteristic practices. His comment throws 

less l i g h t on the year 30 than on the year 70. I t i s the l a t t e r 

time when answer i s most imperatively demanded t o the question: 
Why do Baptists and Pharisees (Jews together) f a s t , and Christians 

13 

do not?" Similarly, i t has been claimed that the Lukan r e f e r ­

ences to Johannite prayer r e f l e c t either a source used by Luke 

which knew of a d e f i n i t e c i r c l e o f disciples of the Baptist or 

Luke's own knowledge of such c i r c l e s i n his own time. Bowen 

also stresses the general point that "had John's movement been 

merely preliminary, had i t declined and disappeared a f t e r the 

death o f i t s founder, and the more notable mission of Jesus, i t 

would not have had much more than an antiquarian i n t e r e s t f o r our 



evangelists; i n other words, p r a c t i c a l l y no interest at a l l . " 

The argument i s appealing, although i t would probably be wrong to 

rul e out the p o s s i b i l i t y that the references t o Johannite fasting 

and prayer do go back to t r a d i t i o n s o f the ministry o f the Baptist 

or Jesus, and that these t r a d i t i o n s were recorded by the Evangelists 

without thought o f any contemporary s i t u a t i o n . 

However, Bowen's argument aside, the other evidence considered 

i s s u f f i c i e n t t o establish the claim that John gathered around him 

a select group of disciples who may w e l l have continued a common 

di s c i p l i n e o f prayer and fasting a f t e r t h e i r master's execution. 

There i s the further consideration t h a t , according to Matthew, 

some at least of John's disciples remained l o y a l t o him during his 

imprisonment, and were on hand t o run his errands (Matt. 11. 2 ) . 

According to Mark t h i s same devotion i s maintained a f t e r the Bap­

t i s t ' s death. "When his disciples heard o f i t , they came and 

took his body, and l a i d i t i n a tomb" (Mark 6. 29). Clearly the 

death o f John i s no cue for the dissolution o f h i s movement. 

Mention may conveniently be made here t o the possible deriv­

ation of the Markan account o f the Baptist's death (Mark 6. 17-29). 

The story i s t o l d so v i v i d l y as t o make credible the suggestion 

that the account ref l e c t e d o r i g i n a l l y the story of John's passion 
15 

as i t was cherished i n the Johannite sect. The closing note, 

which t e l l s how John's disciples carried away t h e i r master's 

corpse, might be thought to provide the clearest clue t o the 

ci r c l e s i n which the story arose. Certainly the story has l i t t l e 



C h r i s t i a n c o l o u r i n g o r i m p o r t , a n d i t i s easy t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e 

a c c o u n t as b e i n g o r i g i n a l l y t o l d a n d r e t o l d i n t h e o r a l t r a d i t i o n 
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b y d i s c i p l e s o f J o h n . T h i s j u d g e m e n t r e c e i v e s some s u p p o r t 

f r o m an i n t e r e s t i n g s u g g e s t i o n made b y W. R . F a r m e r . He s u b m i t s 

t h a t t h e p i c t u r e o f He rod b e i n g d i s i n c l i n e d t o e x e c u t e t h e B a p t i s t , 

s tems f r o m a r e l u c t a n c e among t h e d i s c i p l e s o f John t o acknowledge 

t h e f a c t t h a t t h e i r t e a c h e r h a d been e x e c u t e d because he was r e g a r -
17 

ded b y t h e a u t h o r i t i e s as a p o t e n t i a l l e a d e r o f i n s u r r e c t i o n . 

The s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h e s t o r y o f J o h n ' s d e a t h o r i g i n a t e d i n 

J o h a n n i t e c i r c l e s , r e c a l l s t h e p o p u l a r a r g u m e n t t h a t b e h i n d much 

o f L u k e ' s f i r s t c h a p t e r t h e r e l i e s a t r a d i t i o n o r document eman­

a t i n g f r o m a J o h a n n i t e s e c t . T h i s a rgumen t can be s a i d t o t a k e 

t w o f o r m s . The re i s t h e a r g u m e n t w h i c h b e g i n s w i t h t h e p r e m i s s 

o f a c o n t i n u i n g B a p t i s t s e c t and seeks t o i n t e r p r e t t h e Lukan 

a c c o u n t o f J o h n ' s a n t e c e d e n t s a g a i n s t such a b a c k g r o u n d . T h e r e 

i s a l s o t h e a rgument w h i c h b e g i n s w i t h t h e c h a r a c t e r o f L u k e ' s 

o p e n i n g c h a p t e r , and i n s i s t s t h a t t h i s i n d i c a t e s o r p r o v e s t h e 

s u r v i v a l o f t h e J o h a n n i t e s e c t a f t e r t h e d e a t h o f J o h n . I t i s 

t h i s s econd avenue o f a p p r o a c h w h i c h i s r e l e v a n t h e r e . 

I n h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e s u b j e c t , P. B e n o i t c o n c l u d e s a f t e r 

an e x a m i n a t i o n o f t h e s t y l e , l a n g u a g e , and p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e 

B a p t i s t i n f a n c y n a r r a t i v e s , t h a t t h e r e i s no need t o see i n L u k e ' s 
18 

f i r s t c h a p t e r a d i s t i n c t l y J o h a n n i t e document a n d t r a d i t i o n . 

He v i g o r o u s l y a t t a c k s t h o s e who t a k e t h e m a t e r i a l d e a l i n g w i t h 

John t o r e p r e s e n t a Greek t r a n s l a t i o n o f a S e m i t i c ( J o h a n n i t e ) 



o r i g i n a l , a n d m a i n t a i n s t h a t t h e e v i d e n c e f o r t h i s i s o u t w e i g h e d b y 

o t h e r i n d i c a t i o n s t h a t Luke h i m s e l f composed t h e s e n a r r a t i v e s i n 
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B i b l i c a l s t y l e w i t h r e m i n i s c e n c e s o f t h e LXX. B e n o i t a l s o m a i n ­

t a i n s t h a t t h e r e i s n o t h i n g i n t h e p o r t r a i t o f t h e B a p t i s t w h i c h 

c o u l d n o t have come f r o m t h e hand o f Luke as he w o r k e d o n , a n d 
20 

e x p l o i t e d , t h e a v a i l a b l e S y n o p t i c d a t a . F i n a l l y , B e n o i t a r g u e s 
a g a i n s t t h e s p e c i f i c c l a i m t h a t t h e B e n e d i c t u s o r i g i n a t e d i n J o h a n -

n i t e c i r c l e s , t h o u g h he does concede t h a t Luke 1 . 76-79 may be o f 

21 

B a p t i s t o r i g i n . 

W i t h r e g a r d t o B e n o i t ' s a t t a c k on t h e a l l e g e d S e m i t i c b a c k ­

g r o u n d o f t h e Lukan i n f a n c y n a r r a t i v e s , i t must be s a i d t h a t he 

a n d N . T u r n e r have shown how many s c h o l a r s have o v e r e m p h a s i z e d t h e 

p r o p o r t i o n o f S e m i t i s m s i n t h e s e c h a p t e r s as compared w i t h t h e 
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r e m a i n d e r o f L u k e - A c t s . On t h e o t h e r h a n d , e v i d e n c e i s n o t 

l a c k i n g t h a t some p o r t i o n s a t l e a s t o f t h e i n f a n c y n a r r a t i v e s must 

go back t o a S e m i t i c s o u r c e . B e n o i t h i m s e l f i s aware t h a t t h e 

d i s c o v e r y o f t h e Qumran S c r o l l s has shown how Hebrew was f a r f r o m 
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b e i n g a dead l a n g u a g e a t t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e C h r i s t i a n e r a , a n d 

t h e r e i s good r e a s o n t o suppose t h a t i t s use i s r e f l e c t e d i n t h e 

s t o r y o f J o h n ' s b i r t h . 

A most i m p r e s s i v e i n d i c a t i o n o f t h e d i s t i n c t l y H e b r a i c b a c k ­

g r o u n d t o t h i s s t o r y i s f o u n d i n Luke 1 . 1 3 . T h e r e we f i n d J o h n ' s 

name, luJi\/[v]r)S , w h i c h t r a n s l a t e s t h e Hebrew ]IQV , o r ]^n7TJ| , 

t h e meaning o f w h i c h i s "Yahweh i s g r a c i o u s " . P . W i n t e r l i n k s 

t h i s w i t h t h e Hebrew cus tom o f c o n n e c t i n g t h e mean ing o f t h e name 



w i t h t h e s i t u a t i o n i n w h i c h t h e name i s g i v e n , a n d a r g u e s t h a t 

whereas " i n Greek t h e c o n n e x i o n o f t h o u g h t b e t w e e n t h e f o r m o f t h e 

name 1u4V[\fJfp and t h e a n n u n c i a t i o n eiarjKOU60lJ Tj 6€TJ6& 60U 
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i s c o m p l e t e l y l o s t i n Hebrew i t i s a p p a r e n t a t f i r s t s i g h t " . 

E l i z a b e t h i s aged a n d b a r r e n , Z e c h a r i a h p r a y s f o r a s o n , a n d God 

g r a c i o u s l y g r a n t s h i s r e q u e s t : hence t h e b o y ' s name, "Yahweh i s 

g r a c i o u s " . W i n t e r goes on t o p o i n t o u t t h a t s i n c e t h e Greek 

r e a d e r s o f L u k e ' s Gospe l w o u l d have been u n a b l e t o d e t e c t t h i s 

c o n n e c t i o n f r o m t h e G r e e k , t h e a c c o u n t o f J o h n ' s a n t e c e d e n t s was 
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v e r y l i k e l y t r a n s m i t t e d o r i g i n a l l y i n Hebrew. 

A n o t h e r i m p o r t a n t c o n s i d e r a t i o n i s t h e c h a r a c t e r o f t h e O l d 

Tes t amen t q u o t a t i o n s i n t h e i n f a n c y n a r r a t i v e s . D e s p i t e t h e 

d i f f i c u l t y o f n o t h a v i n g a v a i l a b l e t h e Greek and Hebrew O l d T e s t ­

aments as t h e y were i n L u k e ' s t i m e , t h e i n d i c a t i o n s a r e t h a t t h e 

O l d Tes t amen t q u o t a t i o n s i n t h e Lukan i n f a n c y n a r r a t i v e s a r e 

dependent on t h e Hebrew o r i g i n a l , r a t h e r t h a n on t h e LXX. T h i s 

j udgemen t i s e s p e c i a l l y a p p l i c a b l e t o Luke 1 . 1 7 , where i t i s 

s a i d o f John t h a t he i s " . . . t o t u r n t h e h e a r t s o f t h e f a t h e r s 

t o t h e c h i l d r e n " . T h e r e i s h e r e a n u n m i s t a k a b l e r e m i n i s c e n c e o f 

M a i . 4-. 6 , t h e words o f w h i c h a r e d i f f e r e n t l y r e p r e s e n t e d b y t h e 

M a s s o r e t i c t e x t a n d b y t h e LXX. The Hebrew,£7*J3T^y J l i l l t f " ^ > 

i s p l u r a l ; t h e LXX, on t h e o t h e r h a n d , makes t h e p h r a s e s i n g u l a r , 

K<Cp6U\f 7T«4rpo$ 7T/>OS Utdv . Luke 1 . 17 r e t a i n s t h e p l u r a l , 

7W.T£J>id\/ £7Ct Ti£Kvi< t t h u s i n d i c a t i n g i t s i ndependence f r o m t h e 
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LXX and i t s c o n t a c t w i t h t h e Hebrew t e x t . 



These t w o p o i n t s do n o t o f c o u r s e p r o v e t h a t t h e s t o r y o f John* 

a n t e c e d e n t s was f i r s t c h e r i s h e d i n i n d e p e n d e n t J o h a n n i t e c i r c l e s , an 

i t must be s a i d t h a t t h e S e m i t i c f l a v o u r i n t h e s t o r y o f J o h n ' s 
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i n f a n c y i s p r o b a b l y no s t r o n g e r t h a n i n t h e r e m a i n d e r o f Luke 1 - 2 . 

On t h e o t h e r h a n d , t h e i n d i c a t i o n s o f a Hebrew r e c o r d b e h i n d L u k e ' s 

o p e n i n g c h a p t e r s do remove one o f B e n o i t ' s o b j e c t i o n s t o t h e c l a i m 

t h a t t h e i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t J o h n ' s i n f a n c y was d e r i v e d f r o m a J o h a n ­

n i t e s o u r c e . As f o r t h e r e m a i n d e r o f B e n o i t ' s o b j e c t i o n s , t h e s e 

l o s e most o f t h e i r f o r c e when s e t a g a i n s t t h e ease w i t h w h i c h t h e 

s t o r y o f J o h n ' s a n t e c e d e n t s can be d e t a c h e d f r o m t h e r e m a i n d e r o f 

c h a p t e r 1 t o s t a n d a l o n e , t h e l a r g e amount o f i n f o r m a t i o n h e r e a b o u t 

J o h n , more i n f a c t t h a n i n t h e r e m a i n d e r o f L u k e ' s G o s p e l , a n d a l s o 

t h e d i s t i n c t i v e p o r t r a i t o f John w h i c h can be t r a c e d i n t h e s e v e r s e s 

A p a r t f r o m t h e l e g i t i m a c y o f a d o p t i n g a f o r m - c r i t i c a l a p p r o a c h 

t o t h e Lukan i n f a n c y n a r r a t i v e s , a n d e x a m i n i n g each s e c t i o n i n d e p e n ­

d e n t l y o f i t s c o n t e x t , t h e r e i s j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r d e t a c h i n g t h e 

B a p t i s t i n f a n c y m a t e r i a l f r o m t h e r e m a i n d e r on t h e g rounds t h a t t h e 

s t o r y o f t h e b i r t h o f Jesus i n t h i s f i r s t c h a p t e r o f Luke has 

c l e a r l y been i n t e g r a t e d i n t o t h a t o f J o h n , and n o t v i c e v e r s a . 

The c o n n e c t i o n be tween t h e a c c o u n t o f J o h n ' s b i r t h ( L u k e 1 . 5^-25), 

and t h e a n n u n c i a t i o n t o Mary ( L u k e 1 . 2 6 - 3 8 ) , i s o f a s u p e r f i c i a l 

n a t u r e . The i n t r o d u c t o r y c r o s s - r e f e r e n c e i n v . 26 t o t h e p r e g n a n c y 

o f E l i z a b e t h i s so p o i n t e d as t o s u g g e s t t h a t , t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e 

m e n t i o n i n v . 24 o f E l i z a b e t h h i d i n g h e r s e l f f o r o n l y f i v e m o n t h s , 

i t r e p r e s e n t s a r a t h e r c l u m s y a t t e m p t a t i n t e g r a t i n g t w o o r i g i n a l l y 



s e p a r a t e n a r r a t i v e s . F u r t h e r , t h o u g h Mary i s i n t r o d u c e d f o r t h e 

f i r s t t i m e i n v . 2 7 , n o t u n t i l v . 36 i s a n y t h i n g s a i d o f h e r r e l a t i o n ­

s h i p w i t h E l i z a b e t h , a n d t h i s i s d i f f i c u l t t o u n d e r s t a n d i f t h e 

s t o r i e s o f J o h n ' s b i r t h and t h e a n n u n c i a t i o n t o Mary were o r i g i n a l l y 

composed as o n e . I t c o u l d a l s o be s u g g e s t e d t h a t s i n c e t h e m e e t i n g 

o f t h e two women i s meant t o r e f l e c t a c l o s e r e l a t i o n s h i p be tween 

t h e m , t h e f a c t t h a t t h e news o f E l i z a b e t h ' s f i v e month p r e g n a n c y i s 

g i v e n t o Mary b y G a b r i e l , and n o t b y E l i z a b e t h h e r s e l f , o f f e r s 

f u r t h e r s u p p o r t f o r t h e c o n t e n t i o n t h a t t h e a c c o u n t o f J o h n ' s a n t e ­

c e d e n t s i n Luke 1 . 5-25 was once t r a n s m i t t e d i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f t h e 

s t o r y o f t h e b i r t h o f J e s u s . 

P . V i e l h a u e r c o n c l u d e s t h a t t h e same may be s a i d o f Luke 1 . 
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5 6 - 6 6 , and i n s u p p o r t i t can be a r g u e d t h a t t h e s e v e r s e s a r e f r e e 

f r o m t h e c o n f u s i o n and d i f f i c u l t i e s so n o t i c e a b l e i n t h e r e m a i n d e r 

o f L u k e ' s f i r s t c h a p t e r . T o g e t h e r w i t h w . 5 - 2 5 , t h e y r e a d so 

s m o o t h l y as t o make n a t u r a l t h e a s s u m p t i o n t h a t t h e y come f r o m t h e 

same s o u r c e . I n t h i s c o n n e c t i o n i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t f o r a l l 

h i s emphas is upon L u k e ' s use o f O l d Tes t amen t p a r a l l e l s i n d r a w i n g 

t h e p i c t u r e o f J o h n ' s a n t e c e d e n t s , B e n o i t has t o a d m i t t h a t t h e 

many d e t a i l s o f t i m e , p l a c e and p e r s o n s , demand t h e e x i s t e n c e o f 

an o r a l t r a d i t i o n upon w h i c h Luke mus t have based t h i s a c c o u n t o f 
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J o h n ' s i n f a n c y . O t h e r s p r e f e r t o t h i n k o f a w r i t t e n s o u r c e . 

What i s r e a l l y i m p o r t a n t , h o w e v e r , i s n o t t h e f o r m i n w h i c h 

t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h e B a p t i s t ' s a n t e c e d e n t s came t o L u k e , b u t 

t h e p r o b l e m o f i t s f o n s e t o r i g o . The re i s , o f c o u r s e , no r e a s o n 



why i t s h o u l d a u t o m a t i c a l l y be t h o u g h t t h a t t h e d i s c i p l e s o f John 

were t h e o r i g i n a l t r a n s m i t t e r s o f t h i s m a t e r i a l c o n c e r n i n g t h e i r 

m a s t e r . The p o s s i b i l i t y must be a l l o w e d t h a t t h e s e , a n d o t h e r 

r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e B a p t i s t i n t h e New T e s t a m e n t , c o u l d r e f l e c t s i m p l y 

a n a t u r a l C h r i s t i a n d e s i r e t o p r e s e r v e i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h e man 

b e l i e v e d t o be t h e f o r e r u n n e r o f J e s u s . But i n t h e case o f t h e s e 

two passages under d i s c u s s i o n i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o a c c e p t t h a t t h e y 

o r i g i n a t e d i n a n y t h i n g b u t d i s t i n c t l y J o h a n n i t e c i r c l e s . C. R . 

Bowen comments , "The b i r t h - s t o r y o f t h e B a p t i s t i s t o l d w i t h so 

much c i r c u m s t a n t i a l d e t a i l , w i t h so much l o v i n g r e v e r e n c e , w i t h 

such f u l l c l a i m o f d i v i n e p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n i t s e v e n t s , t h a t i t must 

o r i g i n a l l y have been w r i t t e n b y one who v a l u e d t h e B a p t i s t f o r h i s 

3 1 

own s a k e , as one s e n t f r o m God t o be t h e g u i d e o f m e n . " T h i s 

v e r d i c t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y r e l e v a n t i f t h e s t o r y o f J o h n ' s a n t e c e d e n t s 

i s examined i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f t h e l a r g e r s e t t i n g . When t h i s i s 
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done " i t s e s s e n t i a l l y B a p t i s t c h a r a c t e r becomes t h o r o u g h l y c l e a r " . 

S e v e r a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s s u p p o r t t h i s j u d g e m e n t . 

E . W. Parsons p o i n t s o u t t h a t " t h e emphas is upon t h e e x t r a ­

o r d i n a r y e l e m e n t s i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e b i r t h o f John makes t h a t 

e v e n t as much o f a d i v i n e i n t e r v e n t i o n as t h a t o f Jesus w i t h t h e 
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e x c e p t i o n o f t h e D i v i n e S p i r i t t a k i n g t h e p l a c e o f a male p a r e n t " . 

An e l e m e n t o f p i o u s wonder p e r v a d e s t h e w h o l e . I t i s an i n c r e d i b l e 

t h i n g t o Z e c h a r i a h t h a t h i s aged w i f e s h o u l d g i v e b i r t h t o a c h i l d . 

The a n g e l G a b r i e l d e c l a r e s t h a t t h i s i s d i v i n e l y o r d a i n e d and t h a t 

t h e c h i l d ' s name i s t o be chosen b y God. The re i s much amazement 
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a t t h e t i m e o f h i s b i r t h : 

And a l l t h e s e t h i n g s were t a l k e d a b o u t t h r o u g h a l l t h e h i l l 

c o u n t r y o f Judea ; a n d a l l who h e a r d t hem l a i d them up i n 

t h e i r h e a r t s , s a y i n g , "What t h e n w i l l t h i s c h i l d b e ? " F o r 

t h e hand o f t h e L o r d was w i t h h i m . ( L u k e 1 . 6 5 - 6 6 ) 

K r a e l i n g ' s comment h e r e i s a p p r o p r i a t e . " O n l y as a man a b o u t whom 

t h e f a i t h f u l w o n d e r e d , c o u l d John be d e s c r i b e d i n h i s b i r t h and 

34 

i n f a n c y as a w o n d e r - c h i l d . " 

S i g n i f i c a n t t o o i s t h e manner i n w h i c h t h e n a r r a t i v e enhances 

t h e f i g u r e o f John by i t s c l e a r a n a l o g y w i t h f a m i l i a r O l d Tes tamen t 

n a r r a t i v e s o f g r e a t f i g u r e s . The aged and c h i l d l e s s Z e c h a r i a h a n d 

E l i z a b e t h a r e no d o u b t i n t e n d e d t o r e c a l l t h e s t o r y o f Abraham a n d 

Sarah ( G e n . 1 7 - 1 8 ) , and p o s s i b l y a l s o t h e s t o r y o f Manoah a n d h i s 

w i f e ( J u d . 1 3 ) . The d i v i n e a s s i g n i n g o f a name i s r e m i n i s c e n t o f 

t h e cases o f I s h m a e l ( G e n . 1 6 . 1 1 ) , I s a a c ( G e n . 1 7 . 1 9 ) , a n d Solomon 

( I C h r o n . 2 2 . 9 ) . The re a r e a l s o s i m i l a r i t i e s w i t h t h e b i r t h s t o r y 

o f Samuel ( I Sam. 1 . 1 - 2 3 ) , and t h e r e may even be i n t e n d e d an i m p l i c i t 

p a r a l l e l be tween Samuel ' s p r i e s t l y a s s o c i a t i o n s and c o u r a g e i n c r i t i ­

c i z i n g a m o n a r c h , a n d J o h n ' s p r i e s t l y b a c k g r o u n d , p i e t y , a n d z e a l o u s 

c l a s h w i t h H e r o d o v e r t h e l a t t e r ' s a d u l t e r o u s m a r r i a g e . F o r 

K r a e l i n g , t h e m o t i v e b e h i n d a l l t h i s i s t h e d e s i r e " t o s u p p l y John 

w i t h a n t e c e d e n t s s u i t e d t o t h e u n u s u a l i m p r e s s i o n w h i c h he made upon 

p e o p l e as God ' s a g e n t i n t h e consummat ion o f h i s p u r p o s e s f o r h i s 

p e o p l e " . ^ 

F u r t h e r e v i d e n c e t h a t t h e B a p t i s t i n f a n c y s t o r y b e a r s w i t n e s s 



t o t h e c o n t i n u e d e x i s t e n c e o f J o h a n n i t e c i r c l e s , c o n c e r n s t h e n a t u r e 

o f G a b r i e l ' s p r o p h e c y c o n c e r n i n g John ( L u k e 1 . 1 4 - 1 7 ) . The e x c l a m ­

a t i o n t h a t "many w i l l r e j o i c e a t h i s b i r t h " may be t a k e n as an i n d i -
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c a t i o n o f t h e h i g h h o n o u r l a t e r g i v e n t o h i m . E q u a l l y , i f n o t 

more s i g n i f i c a n t , i s t h e p r o m i s e t h a t John i s t o be endowed f r o m 

b i r t h " w i t h t h e H o l y S p i r i t " ( 1 . 1 5 ) . T h i s endowment o f John w i t h 

t h e S p i r i t may have h a d d i s t i n c t M e s s i a n i c i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r t h o s e 

who f i r s t c h e r i s h e d t h i s p r o p h e c y . C e r t a i n l y , as F . W. Young 

p o i n t s o u t , " t h e e x p e c t a t i o n t h a t i n t h e f u t u r e t h e M e s s i a h w o u l d 

come, and t h a t h i s m e s s i a n i c o f f i c e was t o be u n d e r s t o o d l a r g e l y 

i n t e r m s o f h i s b e a r i n g t h e s p i r i t o f God ( o r t h e p r o p h e t i c s p i r i t ) , 
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i s f o u n d i n a l l o u r s o u r c e s i n one f o r m o r a n o t h e r " . G a b r i e l ' s 

r e f e r e n c e t o t h e endowment o f John w i t h t h e S p i r i t c o u l d t h u s be 

u n d e r s t o o d as i n d i c a t i n g t h a t John was t o be t h e M e s s i a h . 

The s u s p i c i o n t h a t John i s p r e s e n t e d as a M e s s i a n i c f i g u r e i n 

t h i s p r o p h e c y o f G a b r i e l becomes more a c u t e w i t h t h e d e s c r i p t i o n 

o f t h e i n f a n t ' s f u t u r e w o r k . 

And he w i l l t u r n many o f t h e sons o f I s r a e l t o t h e L o r d 

t h e i r God, and he w i l l go b e f o r e h i m i n t h e s p i r i t and 

power o f E l i j a h , t o t u r n t h e h e a r t s o f t h e f a t h e r s t o 

t h e c h i l d r e n , a n d t h e d i s o b e d i e n t t o t h e wisdom o f t h e 

j u s t , t o make r e a d y f o r t h e L o r d a p e o p l e p r e p a r e d . 

( L u k e 1 . 1 6 - 1 7 ) 

E s s e n t i a l f o r t h e c o r r e c t u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e passage i s an 

a p p r e c i a t i o n o f w h a t t h e c o n c e p t o f " p r o p h e t " w o u l d have meant f o r 



a Jew i n t h e f i r s t c e n t u r y A . D . Young b e g i n s h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f 

t h i s q u e s t i o n b y p o i n t i n g o u t t h a t t h o u g h b y t h e t i m e o f Jesus t h e 

Jews h a d l o n g b e l i e v e d p r o p h e c y t o be d e a d , i t s r e t u r n was d e f i n i t e l y 
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and k e e n l y a n t i c i p a t e d . Two p o i n t s mus t be emphas i zed a b o u t t h i s 

e x p e c t a t i o n . The f i r s t i s t h a t t h e r e v i v a l o f p r o p h e c y was no mere 

academic m a t t e r f o r i t was b e l i e v e d t h a t t h i s w o u l d mark t h e end o f 

d a y s . I n t h i s c o n n e c t i o n J o e l 2 . 28 i s f r e q u e n t l y q u o t e d . 

And i t s h a l l come t o pass a f t e r w a r d , 

t h a t I w i l l p o u r o u t my s p i r i t on a l l f l e s h ; 

y o u r sons a n d d a u g h t e r s s h a l l p r o p h e s y . . . 

The s e c o n d , a n d more i m p o r t a n t p o i n t , i s t h a t a l o n g s i d e t h i s g e n e r a l 

e x p e c t a t i o n t h e r e i s e v i d e n c e f o r t h e b e l i e f i n one p r o p h e t who 

w o u l d appea r a t t h e end o f d a y s . The mos t i m p o r t a n t " p r o o f - t e x t " 

f o r t h i s p a r t i c u l a r e x p e c t a t i o n goes b a c k t o D e u t . 1 8 . 1 5 - 1 9 , w i t h 

i t s p r o m i s e t h a t Yahweh w i l l r a i s e up a p r o p h e t l i k e Moses . A l t h o u g h 
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t h i s was n o t t h e o r i g i n a l mean ing o f t h e p r o p h e c y , t h e r e can be 

l i t t l e i f a n y doub t t h a t i t d i d come t o be a p p l i e d t o t h e e x p e c t ­

a t i o n o f t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t . W. A . Meeks p o i n t s o u t t h a t 

i n t h e Qumran " T e s t i m o n i a " documen t , a c o l l e c t i o n o f O l d Tes t amen t 

p r o p h e c i e s b e l i e v e d b y t h e s e c t t o be e s c h a t o l o g i c a l o r M e s s i a n i c , 

D e u t . 1 8 . 15 f f . i s c i t e d i n such a way as t o make a l l b u t c e r t a i n 

t h a t a d e f i n i t e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t was e x p e c t e d , and t h a t t h i s 

e x p e c t a t i o n was based on D e u t . 1 8 . 18 

I m p o r t a n t r e f e r e n c e s t o t h i s p r o p h e t o f t h e new age a r e t o be 

f o u n d i n t h e f i r s t book o f Maccabees . I n t h e a c c o u n t o f t h e p u r i -



f i c a t i o n and r e - d e d i c a t i o n o f t h e Temple we r e a d , "They t o r e down 

t h e a l t a r , and s t o r e d t h e s t o n e s on a c o n v e n i e n t p l a c e on t h e t e m p l e 

h i l l u n t i l t h e r e s h o u l d come a p r o p h e t t o t e l l them wha t t o do w i t h 

t h e m " ( I Mace . 4 . 4 5 - 4 6 ) . The i m p o r t a n c e a t t a c h e d t o t h e coming 

o f t h e p r o p h e t i s f u r t h e r i n d i c a t e d i n a n o t h e r passage where t h e 

p r i e s t s a n d p e o p l e a r e s a i d t o have " d e c i d e d t h a t Simon s h o u l d be 

t h e i r l e a d e r and h i g h p r i e s t f o r e v e r , u n t i l a t r u s t w o r t h y p r o p h e t 

s h o u l d a r i s e " ( I Mace . 1 4 . 4 1 ) . I n b o t h t h e s e i n s t a n c e s t h e c o m i n g 

4 1 

p r o p h e t i s t o have t h e r o l e o f a r b i t e r and r e v e a l e r o f God ' s w i l l . 

The w o r k o f t h i s p r o p h e t i s spoken o f i n more e x a l t e d t e r m s 

i n t h e Tes tamen t o f B e n j a m i n . "And t h e t w e l v e t r i b e s s h a l l be 

g a t h e r e d t o g e t h e r t h e r e ( a t t h e T e m p l e ) , and a l l t h e G e n t i l e s , u n t i l 

t h e Mos t H i g h s h a l l send f o r t h h i s s a l v a t i o n i n t h e v i s i t a t i o n o f an 

o n l y - b e g o t t e n p r o p h e t " ( T e s t . B e n j . 9 . 2 ) . Here t h e c o m i n g p r o p h e t 
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i s d e s c r i b e d as t h e b r i n g e r o f s a l v a t i o n . 

S p e c i a l a t t e n t i o n must be p a i d a l s o t o t h e v i e w w h i c h i d e n t i ­

f i e d t h e c o m i n g o r e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t w i t h E l i j a h . T h i s 

e x p e c t a t i o n i s c l e a r l y s t a t e d i n t h e book o f M a l a c h i . 

B e h o l d I w i l l s end y o u E l i j a h t h e p r o p h e t b e f o r e t h e g r e a t 

and t e r r i b l e day o f t h e L o r d comes . And he w i l l t u r n t h e 

h e a r t s o f f a t h e r s t o t h e i r c h i l d r e n a n d t h e h e a r t s o f 

c h i l d r e n t o t h e i r f a t h e r s . ( M a i . 4 . 5 - 6 ) 

T h i s passage i s i n f a c t an e d i t o r i a l comment on M a i . 3 . 1 - 3 , where 

t h e same c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t as t h e p r e c u r s o r 

o f t h e L o r d i s f o u n d , b u t i n a l e s s d e f i n i t e f o r m . 



B e h o l d , I send my messenger t o p r e p a r e t h e way b e f o r e me, 

and t h e L o r d whom y o u seek w i l l s u d d e n l y come t o h i s t e m p l e ; 

t h e messenger o f t h e c o v e n a n t i n whom y o u d e l i g h t , b e h o l d , 

he i s c o m i n g , says t h e L o r d o f h o s t s . B u t who can e n d u r e 

t h e day o f h i s c o m i n g , and who can s t a n d when he appea r s? 

For he i s l i k e a r e f i n e r ' s f i r e a n d l i k e f u l l e r ' s s o a p ; 

he w i l l s i t as a r e f i n e r a n d p u r i f i e r o f s i l v e r , and he 

w i l l p u r i f y t h e sons o f L e v i a n d r e f i n e them l i k e g o l d a n d 

s i l v e r , t i l l t h e y p r e s e n t r i g h t o f f e r i n g s t o t h e L o r d . 

Then t h e o f f e r i n g o f Judah and J e r u s a l e m w i l l be p l e a s i n g 

t o t h e L o r d as i n t h e days o f o l d a n d as i n f o r m e r y e a r s . 

R o b i n s o n i d e n t i f i e s t h e "messenger" o f 3 . l a w i t h t h e "messenger o f 

t h e c o v e n a n t " i n 3 . l b , and he a r g u e s t h a t t h e p u r p o s e o f M a i . 4 . 5 f . 

i s t o i d e n t i f y E l i j a h as t h e one who w i l l be l i k e a r e f i n e r ' s f i r e , 
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p u r g i n g a n d p u r i f y i n g t h e sons o f L e v i . I n t h i s R o b i n s o n i s m i s ­

t a k e n . The p u r p o s e o f M a i . 4 . 5 f . i s t o i d e n t i f y E l i j a h w i t h t h e 

"messenger" who w i l l p r e p a r e t h e way f o r Yahweh, and n o t w i t h " t h e 

messenger o f t h e c o v e n a n t " who w i l l p u r g e t h e p r i e s t l y s e r v i c e o f 
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c o r r u p t i o n so t h a t p u r e s a c r i f i c e s may a g a i n be o f f e r e d . T h i s 

"messenger o f t h e c o v e n a n t " i s n o t t h e "messenger" o r p r e c u r s o r o f 

Yahweh m e n t i o n e d i n M a i . 3 . l a s i n c e h i s a r r i v a l a t t h e Temple i s 

s i m u l t a n e o u s w i t h t h a t o f Yahweh. The p r o b a b i l i t y i s t h a t t h e "mes­

senge r o f t h e c o v e n a n t " i s t h u s an e n i g m a t i c d e s i g n a t i o n o f Yahweh 
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h i m s e l f , d e r i v e d f r o m E x . 3 . 2 a n d E x . 2 3 . 2 0 . 
The i m p o r t a n t t h i n g t o n o t e a b o u t t h e s e t w o passages f r o m 
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M a l a c h i i s t h a t t h e messenger , o r E l i j a h , i s p r e s e n t e d as t h e f o r e ­

r u n n e r , n o t o f t h e M e s s i a h , b u t o f God h i m s e l f . T h i s same c o n c e p t i o n 

i s f o u n d i n E c c l u s . 4 8 , 9 - 1 0 , where E l i j a h i s d e s c r i b e d as t h e f o r e ­

r u n n e r o f Yahweh b e f o r e he comes on t h e day o f j u d g e m e n t . 

You who were t a k e n up b y a w h i r l w i n d o f f i r e , i n a c h a r i o t 

w i t h h o r s e s o f f i r e ; y o u who a r e r e a d y a t t h e a p p o i n t e d 

t i m e , i t i s w r i t t e n , t o c a l m t h e w r a t h o f God b e f o r e i t 

b r e a k s o u t i n f u r y , t o t u r n t h e h e a r t o f t h e f a t h e r t o t h e 

s o n , a n d t o r e s t o r e t h e t r i b e s o f J a c o b . 

A t t h i s p o i n t , r e f e r e n c e must be made t o R o b i n s o n ' s c l a i m o f 

t h e r e b e i n g no r e a l e v i d e n c e t o s u g g e s t t h a t b e f o r e t h e t i m e o f Jesus 

E l i j a h was e x p e c t e d as t h e f o r e r u n n e r o f t h e M e s s i a h I t i s i n t e r ­

e s t i n g t o n o t e t h e way i n w h i c h S c o b i e a t t e m p t s t o meet R o b i n s o n ' s 

c h a l l e n g e and t o d e f e n d t h e v i e w t h a t E l i j a h was e x p e c t e d b e f o r e t h e 

appearance o f t h e M e s s i a h . "The q u e s t i o n o f t h e d i s c i p l e s i n Mark 

9 . 1 1 , 'Why do o u r t e a c h e r s say t h a t E l i j a h must be t h e f i r s t t o 

come?' p r o b a b l y i n d i c a t e s such a b e l i e f , a n d J u s t i n M a r t y r p r o b a b l y 

passes on an e a r l i e r J e w i s h t r a d i t i o n when he says t h a t i t was a 

common J e w i s h b e l i e f t h a t E l i j a h w o u l d be t h e p r e c u r s o r o f t h e 
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M e s s i a h . I t i s , h o w e v e r , t h e Dead Sea S c r o l l s w h i c h have p r o ­

v i d e d us w i t h t h e f i r s t d e f i n i t e p r e - C h r i s t i a n e v i d e n c e o f t h e 

p r o p h e t as t h e f o r e r u n n e r , i n t h i s case o f t h e t w o M e s s i a h s . " ^ 

By way o f r e p l y t o S c o b i e ' s a r g u m e n t , i t may be s a i d o f h i s 

f i r s t two p o i n t s t h a t t w o p r o b a b l e c l a i m s do n o t make a c o n c l u s i v e 

o n e . F u r t h e r , t h e q u e s t i o n i n Mark 9 . 1 1 i s n o t i n c o n s i s t e n t w i t h 



an e x p e c t a t i o n o f E l i j a h as t h e f o r e r u n n e r o f God h i m s e l f ; a n d as 

f o r t h e comment o f J u s t i n M a r t y r , t h i s d a t e s f r o m t h e s econd c e n t u r y 

a n d c a n n o t be c i t e d d e f i n i t e l y as e v i d e n c e f o r p r e - C h r i s t i a n e s c h a t ­

o l o g i c a l c o n c e p t i o n s . S c o b i e ' s t h i r d p o i n t must r e f e r t o IQS 9 . 1 1 

w h i c h speaks o f " t h e c o m i n g o f t h e p r o p h e t and t h e Mess i ahs o f Aaron 
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and I s r a e l " . The re i s , h o w e v e r , some d o u b t w h e t h e r t h e p r o p h e t 

i s p r e s e n t e d h e r e as t h e f o r e r u n n e r o f t h e t w o M e s s i a h s . A c c o r d i n g 

t o K . G. K u h n , t h e r e f e r e n c e i s t o " t h r e e d i f f e r e n t h e r o e s o f r edemp-
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t i o n , who were t o s t a n d s i d e b y s i d e i n t h e E s c h a t o n " ; M . B l a c k 

speaks o f a " t r i u m v i r a t e o f e s c h a t o l o g i c a l d e l i v e r e r s " W . H . 

B r o w n l e e ' s t r e a t m e n t o f t h e v e r s e i s even more s t r o n g l y opposed t o 

t h e c l a i m t h a t t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t was r e g a r d e d b y t h e Qumran 

s e c t a r i e s as t h e f o r e r u n n e r o f t h e M e s s i a h s . S u g g e s t i n g t h e t r a n s ­

l a t i o n , " u n t i l t h e coming o f a P r o p h e t and t h e a n o i n t e d ones o f Aaron 

and I s r a e l " , he comments , "The ' P r o p h e t ' i s d o u b t l e s s t h e M e s s i a h 

whose f o l l o w e r s ( ' a n o i n t e d o n e s ' ) w i l l c o n s i s t o f two c l a s s e s : 

p r i e s t s ( i . e . , t h o s e o f ' A a r o n ' ) , and l a i t y ( i . e . , t h o s e o f ' I s r a e l ' ) . 
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C f . Hab . 3 . 13 where God ' s p e o p l e a r e c a l l e d H i s ' a n o i n t e d ' . " 

The i m p l i c a t i o n o f a l l t h i s i s t h a t i n p r e - C h r i s t i a n t i m e s b o t h 

t h e s p e c i f i c e x p e c t a t i o n o f E l i j a h a n d t h e g e n e r a l a n t i c i p a t i o n o f 

t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t were i n t i m a t e l y r e l a t e d t o t h a t f i n a l 

i n t e r v e n t i o n o f God w h i c h was a n x i o u s l y a w a i t e d b y t h e J e w i s h p e o p l e . 

A l t h o u g h t h e r e was some v a r i e t y i n t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l b e l i e f s h e l d 

b y t h e Jews b e f o r e and d u r i n g t h e l i f e t i m e o f J e s u s , one s t r a n d o f 

t h o u g h t e n v i s a g e d t h a t God a l o n e w o u l d make t h e i n t e r v e n t i o n and 
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e s t a b l i s h h i s Kingdom o r s o v e r e i g n r u l e . For e x a m p l e , i n t h e 
A s s u m p t i o n o f Moses 1 0 , w h i c h was p r o b a b l y w r i t t e n d u r i n g t h e l i f e ­
t i m e o f John a n d J e s u s , a p i c t u r e o f t h e c o m i n g j u d g e m e n t a n d K i n g ­
dom i s drawn w i t h o u t a n y r e f e r e n c e t o a M e s s i a h ; i n s t e a d a "mes­
s e n g e r w i l l be c o m m i s s i o n e d " who w i l l be f o l l o w e d b y " t h e E t e r n a l 
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God a l o n e " . A n o t h e r s t r a n d o f t h o u g h t l o o k e d f o r t h e c o m i n g o f 

t h e M e s s i a h , a t i t l e w h i c h , as D . E . Nineham p o i n t s o u t , " c o u l d be 

used q u i t e g e n e r a l l y f o r t h e one who was t o be s e n t , o r r a i s e d u p , 

t o i n t r o d u c e God 's k i n g d o m , b y w h a t e v e r means he was e x p e c t e d t o 
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a c c o m p l i s h h i s t a s k " . The i m p o r t o f t h i s i s t h a t t h e e s c h a t o ­

l o g i c a l P r o p h e t was i n e f f e c t a M e s s i a n i c f i g u r e , i f n o t t h e 

M e s s i a h , s i n c e b o t h t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t a n d M e s s i a h c o u l d 

be t h o u g h t o f as a p p e a r i n g a t t h e end o f days t o d i r e c t l y p r e p a r e 
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t h e way f o r God ' s K i n g d o m . 

T h i s p o i n t i s c l e a r l y i l l u s t r a t e d by w h a t Josephus has t o say 

a b o u t two men who c l a i m e d t o be p r o p h e t s . I n b o t h i n s t a n c e s t h e 

c l a i m t o be a p r o p h e t was t a n t a m o u n t t o a d e c l a r a t i o n o f M e s s i a h -

s h i p , and was r e g a r d e d as such b y t h e c i v i l a u t h o r i t i e s . I n h i s 

w o r k , The A n t i q u i t i e s o f t h e Jews , we r e a d : 

Now i t came t o pass w h i l e Fadus was p r o c u r a t o r o f J u d e a , 

t h a t a c e r t a i n m a g i c i a n , whose name was Theudas , p e r s u a d e d 

a g r e a t p a r t o f t h e p e o p l e t o t a k e t h e i r e f f e c t s w i t h t h e m , 

a n d f o l l o w h i m t o t h e r i v e r J o r d a n ; f o r he t o l d them he 

was a p r o p h e t , a n d t h a t he w o u l d b y h i s command, d i v i d e t h e 

r i v e r , and a f f o r d t hem an easy passage o v e r i t ; a n d many 
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were d e l u d e d b y h i s w o r d s . However , Fadus d i d n o t p e r m i t 

them t o t a k e advan tage o f h i s w i l d a t t e m p t , b u t s e n t a t r o o p 

o f horsemen o u t a g a i n s t t h e m ; w h o , f a l l i n g upon them u n e x ­

p e c t e d l y , s l e w many o f t h e m , a n d t o o k many o f them a l i v e . 

They a l s o t o o k Theudas a l i v e , and c u t o f f h i s h e a d , a n d 

c a r r i e d i t t o J e r u s a l e m . ( X X , 5 , 1 ) 

I n The J e w i s h War Joseph us r e l a t e s a n o t h e r s t o r y : 

A s t i l l v jo r se b l o w was d e a l t a t t h e Jews by t h e E g y p t i a n 

f a l s e p r o p h e t . A c h a r l a t a n , who g a i n e d f o r h i m s e l f t h e 

r e p u t a t i o n o f a p r o p h e t , t h i s man a p p e a r e d i n t h e c o u n t r y , 

c o l l e c t e d a f o l l o w i n g o f a b o u t t h i r t y t h o u s a n d d u p e s , a n d 

l e d t hem by a c i r c u i t o u s r o u t e f r o m t h e d e s e r t t o t h e mount 

o f O l i v e s . From t h e r e he p r o p o s e d t o f o r c e an e n t r a n c e i n t o 

J e r u s a l e m a n d , a f t e r o v e r p o w e r i n g t h e Roman g a r r i s o n , t o s e t 
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h i m s e l f up as a t y r a n t . ( I I , 1 3 , 5 ) 

On t h e s e two e p i s o d e s S t r a c k - B i l l e r b e c k comment, " B o t h cases a r e c o n ­

c e r n e d w i t h an a t t e m p t t o b r i n g t h e p e o p l e t o a r e v o l t a g a i n s t t h e 

Romans. The men who p r e t e n d t o be p r o p h e t s d e s i r e t o p l a y t h e r o l e 

o f l i b e r a t o r s , d e l i v e r e r s o f I s r a e l . From t h i s one r e c o g n i z e s how 

c l o s e l y r e l a t e d i n t h e t h o u g h t o f t h e p e o p l e i n t h e l a s t c e n t u r y b e f o r e 

t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f J e r u s a l e m i s t h e c o n c e p t i o n o f ' a p r o p h e t who w o u l d 
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come' a n d t h e r edeemer M e s s i a h . " 

S i g n i f i c a n t l y , t h e r e a r e a l s o i n d i c a t i o n s i n t h e New T e s t a m e n t 

t h a t " t h e p r o p h e t " was t h o u g h t o f as a M e s s i a n i c f i g u r e i n t h e p o p u l a r 

P a l e s t i n i a n e x p e c t a t i o n a t t h e t i m e o f J e s u s . The b e s t example i s 
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f o u n d i n John 6 . 14 w h e r e , a f t e r t h e g r e a t c r o w d has been m i r a c u l o u s l y 

f e d , t h e y say o f . J e s u s , " T h i s i s i n d e e d t h e p r o p h e t who i s t o come i n t o 

t h e w o r l d ! " T h e i r n e x t r e a c t i o n i s t h a t Jesus s h o u l d t h e r e f o r e be 

p r o c l a i m e d p u b l i c l y as t h e M e s s i a n i c k i n g . T h i s s t r o n g l y s u g g e s t s 

t h a t t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t e x p e c t e d a t t h e dawn o f t h e new age 

was i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e M e s s i a h h i m s e l f . S. M o w i n c k e l s u g g e s t s t h a t 

on t h e b a s i s o f t h i s J o h a n n i n e a c c o u n t " t h e P r o p h e t " , s i m p l i c i t e r , 
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was a t i t l e o f t h e M e s s i a h . As o t h e r New Tes t amen t e v i d e n c e f o r 

t h e p o p u l a r c o n n e c t i o n o f t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t w i t h t h e M e s s i a h , 

H . R i e s e n f e l d c i t e s Mark 1 3 . 22 p a r . , a n d t h e m o c k i n g b e f o r e t h e 

c r u c i f i x i o n i n w h i c h t h e M e s s i a h c rowned w i t h t h o r n s i s t o l d t o 

R e t u r n i n g now t o t h e p r o p h e c y o f G a b r i e l i n Luke 1 . 1 6 - 1 7 , i t 

w i l l be a p p r e c i a t e d t h a t we f i n d t h e r e a d i f f e r e n t c o n c e p t i o n o f Johnfe 

r o l e f r o m t h e one w h i c h i s i m m e d i a t e l y a p p a r e n t i n t h e Gospe l t r a d i t i o n . 

The r e f e r e n c e t o God i n v . 1 6 , and t h e u n m i s t a k a b l e echoes i n v . 17 o f 

Yahweh 's p ronouncements i n M a i . 3 . 1 and 4 . 5 - 6 , c l e a r l y show t h a t 

o r i g i n a l l y t h e K U p l O J b e f o r e whom John i s t o go i s n o t t h e M e s s i a h 

J e s u s , a l t h o u g h b e l i e f i n Jesus as t h e L o r d w o u l d have made i t easy 
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t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e p r o p h e c y i n t h i s way , b u t Yahweh h i m s e l f . I n 

o t h e r w o r d s , John can be seen h e r e t o have been c a s t i n t h e r o l e o f 

t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t , t h e f o r e r u n n e r p a r e x c e l l e n c e , t h e f i n a l 

a g e n t i n God ' s p r e - a p o c a l y p t i c d e a l i n g s w i t h I s r a e l , w i t h a r o l e 

v i r t u a l l y e q u i v a l e n t t o t h a t o f t h e M e s s i a h . ^ I t i s d i f f i c u l t 

t o c o n c e i v e o f such v i e w s c i r c u l a t i n g i n a n y t h i n g b u t d i s t i n c t l y 

59 p h e s y " (•KpOmfj teunv) I I p r o 



J o h a n n i t e g r o u p s w h i c h h a d s u r v i v e d t h e shock o f t h e i r h e r o ' s d e a t h . 

A t t h i s p o i n t i t i s c o n v e n i e n t t o c o n s i d e r t h e q u e s t i o n w h e t h e r 

o r n o t t h e B e n e d i c t u s ( L u k e 1 . 6 7 - 7 9 ) a l s o o r i g i n a t e d i n J o h a n n i t e 

c i r c l e s . The q u e s t i o n i s a complex o n e , a l t h o u g h i t does seem 

c l e a r t h a t a t l e a s t w . 76-77 must have a l w a y s r e f e r r e d t o t h e r o l e 

o f J o h n . Once a g a i n we meet t h e c o n c e p t i o n o f John as t h e one who 

w i l l go L\/uiXlOV KUpLOU €TOl/J.J.CUl 060U£ aCOrob , a n d many 

c r i t i c s have c o n c l u d e d t h a t h e r e t o o John i s p r e s e n t e d as t h e f o r e ­

r u n n e r o f God, t h e a n n o u n c e r a n d p r e p a r e r o f t h e i m m i n e n t coming o f 
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Yahweh i n a p o c a l y p t i c f u l f i l m e n t . T h i s i s c e r t a i n l y t h e i m p l i ­

c a t i o n o f W i n t e r ' s a s s e r t i o n t h a t e x c e p t f o r 1 . 4 3 , and p o s s i b l y 

2 . 1 1 , t h e t e r m KUptos a s used i n t h e Lukan i n f a n c y n a r r a t i v e s 
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c l e a r l y r e f e r s t o Yahweh, a p o i n t unshaken b y B e n o i t ' s c l a i m t h a t 
t h e d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e c o m i n g o f God and t h a t o f t h e M e s s i a h 
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i s n o t j u s t i f i e d b y t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t . 

O f p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t i n t h i s s m a l l s e c t i o n i s v . 7 6 a , w h i c h 

speaks o f John as -Kpo^rjrfJS U^rcfffQU id^Qrja-q . S i n c e L ^ i f l T O S 

i s o b v i o u s l y a d e s i g n a t i o n o f God, i t may be t h a t t h e r e f e r e n c e 

u n d e r d i s c u s s i o n was o r i g i n a l l y a d e s c r i p t i o n o f John as t h e p r e -
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c u r s o r o f God h i m s e l f , i . e . , as t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t . 

A l t e r n a t i v e l y , t h e r e i s s o m e t h i n g t o be s a i d f o r t h e c l a i m t h a t 

t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n , ~Kp<^iyTTjS U^ttfTou , has a s p e c i f i c a l l y M e s s i a n i c 

c o n n o t a t i o n . The o n l y o t h e r p l a c e where t h e p h r a s e o c c u r s i s i n 

T e s t . L e v i 8 . 1 5 , and t h e r e i t i s u sed o f t h e e x p e c t e d M e s s i a h o f 

L e v i . On t h e b a s i s o f t h i s a l o n e , i t w o u l d be p e r i l o u s t o c l a i m 
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t h a t John was once b e l i e v e d t o be t h e M e s s i a h o f L e v i , a l t h o u g h i t 

must be n o t e d t h a t such a b e l i e f w o u l d n o t n e c e s s a r i l y c o n t r a d i c t 

t h e i n d i c a t i o n s , b o t h e l s e w h e r e i n t h e B e n e d i c t u s and i n G a b r i e l ' s 

p r o p h e c y , t h a t John was r e g a r d e d b y some as t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 

P r o p h e t . I t i s n o t i m p o s s i b l e t h a t an i n d i v i d u a l c o u l d be d e s ­

c r i b e d a s b o t h M e s s i a h and e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t i n one and t h e 

same c o n t e x t . R e f e r e n c e has a l r e a d y been made t o t h e e v i d e n c e 

i n t i m a t i n g t h a t t h e r o l e o f t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t was n o t 

u n l i k e t h a t o f t h e M e s s i a h . A n o t h e r r e l e v a n t c o n s i d e r a t i o n may 

be B r o w n l e e ' s c l a i m t h a t i n some Essene ( o r C o v e n a n t e r ) c i r c l e s 

" t h e r e was a t e n d e n c y t o w a r d a u n i f i e d m e s s i a n i c e x p e c t a t i o n " , i . e . 

a n a r r o w i n g o f t h e e x p e c t a t i o n o f t h e t w o M e s s i a h s o f A a r o n a n d 
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I s r a e l t o o n e , a p r i e s t - k i n g . A s i m i l a r p r o c e s s i s t o be f o u n d 

i n t h e New T e s t a m e n t , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h e F o u r t h Gospe l where " a l l 

t h e f u n c t i o n s o f a l l t h o s e s e n t f r o m God a r e u n i t e d i n t h e J o h a n n i n e 
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J e s u s " . A g a i n s t t h i s b a c k g r o u n d , i t i s n o t u n r e a s o n a b l e t o s u g ­

g e s t t h a t t h e c o n c e p t i o n s o f John as e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t and as 

M e s s i a h o f L e v i w h i c h c a n be t r a c e d i n Luke 1 . 7 6 - 7 7 , r e p r e s e n t e d 

o r i g i n a l l y a d r a w i n g t o g e t h e r o f two b a s i c a l l y s i m i l a r e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 

c o n c e p t s . Once John had been v i e w e d as t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t , 

o r , more d e f i n i t e l y , as E l i j a h r e d i v i v u s , some o f h i s f o l l o w e r s may 

have had no d i f f i c u l t y i n t h i n k i n g o f h i m a l s o as p r i e s t l y M e s s i a h . 

There i s some R a b b i n i c e v i d e n c e f o r e q u a t i n g E l i j a h w i t h t h e 
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Mess i ah o f t h e p r i e s t l y l i n e . More i m p o r t a n t l y , J o h n ' s a n t e ­

c e d e n t s w e l l q u a l i f i e d h i m f o r t h e r o l e o f p r i e s t l y M e s s i a h , a n d we 
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know f r o m Luke 3 . 15 t h a t some p e o p l e s p e c u l a t e d d u r i n g J o h n ' s l i f e ­

t i m e w h e t h e r he was t h e M e s s i a h . 

There a r e i n d i c a t i o n s a l s o t h a t t h e l a s t two v e r s e s o f t h e 

B e n e d i c t u s were o r i g i n a l l y a p p l i e d t o John i n c i r c l e s w h i c h r e g a r d e d 

h i m as t h e f i n a l envoy f r o m God b e f o r e t h e e n d t i m e . One p o s s i b l e 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f v . 78 i s t h a t John i s b e i n g d e s c r i b e d as •{X^TTATJ 

£$ b^/OU$ , and t h a t t h i s p h r a s e i s b e s t u n d e r s t o o d as a M e s s i a n i c 
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a s c r i p t i o n . T a k i n g t h e a o r i s t £"K€OK£ybLTV as t h e c o r r e c t r e a d i n g 

f o r t h e main v e r b , t h i s v e r s e c o u l d t h e n be r e g a r d e d as a c o n t i n u ­

a t i o n o f t h e sense o f Luke 1 . 7 6 - 7 7 , f o r as t h e f i n a l a g e n t i n God 's 

p r e - a p o c a l y p t i c d e a l i n g s w i t h h i s p e o p l e t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t 

w o u l d have h a d M e s s i a n i c s t a t u s . The i n t e r p r e t a t i o n r e c e i v e s some 

s u p p o r t f r o m t h e s u s p i c i o n t h a t t h e r e f e r e n c e t o JLveiSeifcug aCUTbu 

"X-J>0£ TbV l<Sp^TjK i n v . 80 may have been i n t e n d e d o r i g i n a l l y as 
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a p e r i p h r a s i s for J o h n ' s r e v e l a t i o n as M e s s i a h . A l t e r n a t i v e l y , 

i f t h e f u t u r e fiVltfKSjfe-CU i s p r e f e r r e d t o eX&KefrcLTo , and John 

s a i d t o be t h e f o r e r u n n e r o f JLy/uTokTj if U^OUS » t h i s t o o c o u l d 

be t h o u g h t c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e c l a i m t h a t u n d e r l y i n g t h e l a s t p a r t 

o f t h e B e n e d i c t u s i s a c o n c e p t i o n o f John as t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 

P r o p h e t . A c c o r d i n g t o W i n t e r , t h e me taphor v̂&CT&X/̂  ujtOU$ 

" c a n n o t p o s s i b l y be a p p l i e d t o anyone b u t t o God . . whose v i s i t a t i o n 
7 1 

w i l l be a c c o m p l i s h e d b y t h e words a n d deeds o f t h e p r o p h e t J o h n " . 

The p r o b a b i l i t y t h a t Luke 1 . 76-79 i s o f a p i e c e w i t h G a b r i e l ' s 

p r o p h e c y i n 1 . 1 6 - 1 7 , a n d o r i g i n a t e d amongst followers o f J o h n , 

r a i s e s t h e i n t e r e s t i n g p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e r e m a i n d e r o f t h e 



B e n e d i c t u s s h o u l d be a s s i g n e d t o t h i s same J o h a n n i t e s o u r c e . The 

one m a j o r o b j e c t i o n t o t h i s i s t h e i n d i c t i o n i n v . 69a t h a t t h e 

p s a l m o f p r a i s e i s i n h o n o u r o f one f r o m t h e house o f D a v i d . S i n c e 

J o h n ' s p a r e n t s were "a d a u g h t e r o f A a r o n " a n d a p r i e s t t h i s p h r a s e 

does have t h e e f f e c t o f c o n t r a d i c t i n g t h e c l a i m t h a t t h e w h o l e o f 

t h e B e n e d i c t u s came f r o m an i n d e p e n d e n t J o h a n n i t e s o u r c e . B u t 

a g a i n s t t h i s p o i n t must be s e t t h e c l a i m t h a t " i n t h e house o f h i s 

s e r v a n t D a v i d " i s a l a t e a d d i t i o n t o t h e t e x t . T h e r e i s , as 

Parson a d m i t s , "no t e x t u a l e v i d e n c e b e a r i n g on t h e m a t t e r " , 

a l t h o u g h he c o n s i d e r s i t " w i t h i n t h e p o s s i b i l i t i e s t h a t t h e p h r a s e 

may be an a d d i t i o n o r an a l t e r a t i o n i n t h e i n t e r e s t s o f D a v i d i c 

m e s s i a h s h i p w i t h an i n t e n t t h a t i t s h o u l d be c a r r i e d o v e r t o t h e 

72 
one whom John was t o f o r e t e l l " . Note can a l s o be made o f S c o b i e ' s 

a s s e r t i o n t h a t "when t h e o r i g i n a l Hebrew o f t h e p s a l m i s r e c o n s t r u c t e d 
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t h e p h r a s e i n q u e s t i o n s p o i l s t h e m e t r e " , and c e r t a i n l y R . A . A y t o u n ' 

t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e B e n e d i c t u s i n t o Hebrew m e t r e does e x c l u d e t h i s 
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p h r a s e as a l a t e r g l o s s . 

A d i f f e r e n t c o u n t e r t o t h e o b j e c t i o n t h a t t h e r e f e r e n c e t o 

t h e D a v i d i c l i n e i n v . 69 i s i n c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e w h o l e o f t h e 

B e n e d i c t u s h a v i n g o r i g i n a t e d i n J o h a n n i t e c i r c l e s i s made b y Bowen. 

H i s a rgument i s t h a t a l l o f t h e B e n e d i c t u s comes f r o m a J o h a n n i t e 

s o u r c e and t h a t t h e p h r a s e " i n t h e house o f h i s s e r v a n t D a v i d " , f a r 

f r o m b e i n g a g l o s s , i s an i n t e g r a l p a r t o f t h e w h o l e . A c c o r d i n g t o 

Bowen, t h e words i n q u e s t i o n r e f l e c t a t h e o r y t h a t a p r i e s t l y 

M e s s i a h c o u l d s p r i n g f r o m t h e D a v i d i c f a m i l y , and he m a i n t a i n s t h a t 



i n t h e O l d Tes t amen t t h e r e i s a h i n t o f D a v i d b e i n g t h e p r o g e n i t o r 

o f a p r i e s t l y as w e l l as o f a k i n g l y l i n e . The A m e r i c a n s c h o l a r 

draws a t t e n t i o n t o I I Sam. 8 . 18 where i t i s r e p o r t e d t h a t " D a v i d ' s 

sons were p r i e s t s " . R e f e r e n c e i s a l s o made t o t h e f a c t t h a t i n 

So lomon ' s c o u r t one o f N a t h a n ' s sons was a " p r i e s t " , a n d t h e o t h e r 

" o v e r t h e o f f i c e r s " ( I K g s . 4 . 5 ) . Bowen a rgues t h a t t h e f a t h e r 

r e f e r r e d t o i s N a t h a n , t h e son o f D a v i d , n o t o n l y because i t w o u l d 

be u n l i k e l y f o r t h e p r o p h e t Na than t o be m e n t i o n e d i n such a l i s t 

w i t h o u t h i s t i t l e , b u t a l s o because t h e s e c o u r t f u n c t i o n a r i e s w o u l d 
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be more l i k e l y t o be t h e nephews o f t h e K i n g . I f Bowen 's t h e s i s 

i s a c c e p t e d - a n d Robinson i s a b l e t o b r i n g f o r w a r d no e v i d e n c e 
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a g a i n s t i t - i t w o u l d c l e a r l y n o t have been i m p o s s i b l e f o r one o f 

t h e B a p t i s t ' s f o l l o w e r s t o c o n n e c t t h e son o f t h e p r i e s t Z e c h a r i a h 

w i t h t h e house o f D a v i d , p o s s i b l y w i t h t h e i n t e n t i o n o f f u r t h e r 

h e i g h t e n i n g L e v i t i c a l p r e s t i g e . Bowen b e l i e v e s h i s a n a l y s i s t o be 

c o n f i r m e d b y t h e f a c t t h a t i f t h e p e o p l e m e n t i o n e d i n Luke 3 . 15 

wondered w h e t h e r John was Mess i ah " t h e y must have c o n n e c t e d h i m 

w i t h D a v i d ' s l i n e , a c c o r d i n g t o t h e M e s s i a n i c d o g m a t i c , d e s p i t e 
77 

t h e i r t r a d i t i o n o f h i s p r i e s t l y b i r t h " . 

I t may be s a i d o f Bowen 's a rgumen t t h a t i t c o n s t i t u t e s a b e t t e r 

d e f e n c e o f t h e c l a i m t h a t t h e w h o l e o f t h e B e n e d i c t u s was used as a 

d i s t i n c t l y J o h a n n i t e p s a l m t h a n does t h e p r o p o s e d r e j e c t i o n o f 

v . 69a as a l a t e a d d i t i o n t o t h e w h o l e . B u t i t must be r e c o g n i z e d 

t h a t t h e r e does appear t o be a n a t u r a l b r e a k i n t h e p s a l m a t v . 7 5 , 

and pe rhaps t h e b e s t e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h e c h a r a c t e r o f t h e B e n e d i c t u s 



i s t h a t a J e w i s h t r a d i t i o n a l hymn, r e p r e s e n t e d i n w . 6 8 - 7 5 , has 

been r a t h e r c a r e l e s s l y a d a p t e d f o r use i n J o h a n n i t e c i r c l e s b y t h e 

a d d i t i o n o f w . 7 6 - 7 9 , and t h e n t h e w h o l e e q u a l l y c a r e l e s s l y i n t e ­

g r a t e d i n t o a C h r i s t i a n c o n t e x t . The i m p o r t a n t p o i n t f o r t h e 

p r e s e n t s t u d y i s t h a t w . 76-79 have been seen t o c o n c u r w i t h t h e 

p o r t r a i t o f John p r e s e n t e d i n Luke 1 . 1 6 - 1 7 . T h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f 

t h e B a p t i s t ' s r o l e as t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t i s a t v a r i a n c e 

w i t h wha t Parsons d e s c r i b e s as " t h e t r a d i t i o n a l and c o n v e n t i o n a l 
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v i e w t h a t John was t h e c o n s c i o u s f o r e r u n n e r o f J e s u s " , a n d i t 

must t h e r e f o r e be r e g a r d e d as a s t r o n g i n d i c a t i o n t h a t i n some 
80 

c i r c l e s John was remembered and h o n o u r e d as a M e s s i a n i c f i g u r e . 

Many c r i t i c s have h e l d t h a t t h e i n d i c a t i o n s i n t h e Lukan 

w r i t i n g s f o r t h e s u r v i v a l o f a J o h a n n i t e s e c t a r e n o t c o n f i n e d t o 

t h e f i r s t c h a p t e r o f L u k e ' s G o s p e l . S p e c i a l emphas is i s l a i d upon 

A c t s 1 8 . 24-28 and 1 9 . 1 - 7 , t h e l a t t e r passage o f t e n f o r m i n g a 

l o c u s c l a s s i c u s i n t h e d i s p l a y o f e v i d e n c e f o r t h e c o n t i n u e d 

e x i s t e n c e o f a B a p t i s t p a r t y . 

I t w i l l be c o n v e n i e n t t o examine f i r s t t h e v e r s e s d e a l i n g 

w i t h A p o l l o s . 

Now a Jew named A p o l l o s , a n a t i v e o f A l e x a n d r i a , came t o 

Ephesus . He was a n e l o q u e n t man, w e l l v e r s e d i n t h e 

s c r i p t u r e s . He h a d been i n s t r u c t e d i n t h e way o f t h e 

L o r d ; and b e i n g f e r v e n t i n s p i r i t , he spoke a n d t a u g h t 

a c c u r a t e l y t h e t h i n g s c o n c e r n i n g J e s u s , t h o u g h he knew 

o n l y t h e b a p t i s m o f J o h n . He began t o speak b o l d l y i n 



t h e synagogue ; b u t when P r i s c i l i a and A q u i l a h e a r d h i m , 

t h e y t o o k h i m and expounded t o h i m t h e way o f God more 

a c c u r a t e l y . And when he w i s h e d t o c r o s s t o A c h a i a , t h e 

b r e t h r e n e n c o u r a g e d h i m , a n d w r o t e t o t h e d i s c i p l e s t o 

r e c e i v e h i m . When he a r r i v e d , he g r e a t l y h e l p e d t h o s e 

who t h r o u g h g r a c e h a d b e l i e v e d , f o r he p o w e r f u l l y c o n f u t e d 

t h e Jews i n p u b l i c , s h o w i n g b y t h e s c r i p t u r e s t h a t t h e 

C h r i s t was J e s u s . ( A c t s 1 8 . 2 4 - 2 8 ) 

The passage i s p e r p l e x i n g i n t h a t i t g i v e s no e x p l i c i t d e f i n i t i o n 

o f t h e c h a r a c t e r o f A p o l l o s 1 b e l i e f b e f o r e h i s e n c o u n t e r w i t h 

P r i s c i l i a and A q u i l a . I t i s a p u z z l e w h i c h can be c o n v e n i e n t l y 

i n v e s t i g a t e d b y t e s t i n g t h e c l a i m t h a t A p o l l o s may be c i t e d l e g i t ­

i m a t e l y as e v i d e n c e f o r t h e c o n t i n u e d e x i s t e n c e o f a J o h a n n i t e 

movement a f t e r t h e d e a t h o f J o h n . A p a r t f r o m any c o n n e c t i o n w h i c h 

A p o l l o s may be s a i d t o have had w i t h t h e t w e l v e d i s c i p l e s o f A c t s 

1 9 . 1 -7 , t h e case f o r r e g a r d i n g h i m as a d e v o t e e o f John t h e 

B a p t i s t m i g h t be i n d i c a t e d t h u s . A p o l l o s , a J e w i s h m i s s i o n a r y , 

a r r i v e d a t Ephesus w e l l - e q u i p p e d t o p r e s e n t t h e t e a c h i n g o f John 

8 1 

t h e B a p t i s t w h i c h h a d by t h i s t i m e a l r e a d y r e a c h e d A l e x a n d r i a . 

O f f i e r y t e m p e r a m e n t , a n d " i n s t r u c t e d i n t h e way o f t h e L o r d " w h i c h 

John t h e B a p t i s t h a d been s e n t t o p r e p a r e , he was l e d b y P r i s c i l l a 

and A q u i l a t o see t h e s h o r t c o m i n g s o f h i s f a i t h and t o b e g i n a new 

c a r e e r as a C h r i s t i a n m i s s i o n a r y . 

However , c l o s e r e x a m i n a t i o n o f t h e t e x t r e v e a l s t h a t a l t h o u g h 

t h e r e a r e p o i n t s w h i c h i m p l y t h a t t h e case o f A p o l l o s i s i n d i c a t i v e 



o f t h e c o n t i n u a t i o n o f an i n d e p e n d e n t J o h a n n i t e movement a l o n g s i d e 

t h e g r o w i n g C h r i s t i a n c o m m u n i t i e s , a l l t h e e v i d e n c e does n o t p o i n t 

i n t h e same d i r e c t i o n . For e x a m p l e , t h e f a c t t h a t b e f o r e h i s 

m e e t i n g w i t h P r i s c i l l a and A q u i l a A p o l l o s was KoCTTj^Tjjl€>/'0£ TTJV 

0S0V K U p l O U does n o t c o n s t i t u t e c o n c l u s i v e s u p p o r t f o r 

t h e c l a i m t h a t a t t h i s t i m e he was c o m m i t t e d s o l e l y t o t h e cause o f 

John t h e B a p t i s t . I t i s t r u e t h a t t h e s e words echo M a i . 3 . 1 and 

I s . 4 0 . 3 , two passages a s s o c i a t e d i n t h e G o s p e l s w i t h t h e m i s s i o n 

o f John t h e B a p t i s t , and i n t h e O l d Tes t amen t w i t h t h e c o m i n g o f 

Yahweh; a n d i t i s t e m p t i n g t o a rgue t h a t t h e g r e a t e r t h e p r o b a b i l i t y 

o f J o h n ' s h i s t o r i c a l r o l e b e i n g t h a t o f t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t , 

t h e f i n a l e m i s s a r y b e f o r e t h e coming o f Yahweh, t h e g r e a t e r t h e 

l i k l i h o o d t h a t t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f A p o l l o s as KtCTrj^Tj^JLeVOQ T r j v 

06&V "TOU K U p t o U i n d i c a t e s h i s commitment t o t h i s c o n c e p t i o n 
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o f J o h n ' s m i s s i o n . On t h e o t h e r h a n d , t h e p o s s i b i l i t y must be 

a l l o w e d t h a t t h e w o r d K l 3 p t O £ i n t h i s c o n t e x t r e f e r s t o C h r i s t a n d 

n o t t o God. T h i s c l e a r l y i s t h e i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h e f o l l o w i n g r e f ­

e r e n c e t o A p o l l o s t e a c h i n g a c c u r a t e l y t h e f a c t s a b o u t J e s u s . I t 

may be t o o t h a t t h e ph rase i n q u e s t i o n c o n c e r n s an echo o f t h e 
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a b s o l u t e use i n A c t s o f f j o 6 d $ t o deno te t h e C h r i s t i a n movement , 

and t h a t Luke c l e a r l y i n t e n d s t h e r e f e r e n c e t o t h e i n s t r u c t i o n o f 

A p o l l o s i n t h e way o f t h e L o r d t o be u n d e r s t o o d as i n d i c a t i n g h i s 

commitment t o t h e C h r i s t i a n way.** 4 

The c l a i m t h a t t h e case o f A p o l l o s c o n s t i t u t e s s t r o n g e v i d e n c e 

f o r t h e s u r v i v a l o f t h e J o h a n n i t e movement i s a l s o somewhat weakened 
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b y t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f h i m as ^ £ W V ' 1 $ T C v E c y ^ f / . The re has been 

a c l a i m t h a t a c o m p a r i s o n w i t h A c t s 1 7 . 1 6 , where i t i s s a i d o f P a u l 

t h a t " h i s s p i r i t was r o u s e d t o a n g e r " ( TtcLpkifeveTb TO t^VeOjX^. 

«(()T£>0 ) , j u s t i f i e s t h e t r a n s l a t i o n " h a v i n g a f i e r y t e m p e r a m e n t " . 

T h i s t r a n s l a t i o n w o u l d be c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e a s s e r t i o n t h a t A p o l l o s 

a t t h i s t i m e was a J o h a n n i t e , a l t h o u g h i t must be p o i n t e d o u t t h a t 

t h e use o f t h e p o s s e s s i v e a d j e c t i v e w i t h I t ) "KV€0jXd. i n 1 7 . 16 does 

n o t make f o r a c o m p l e t e p a r a l l e l w i t h t h e p h r a s e u n d e r d i s c u s s i o n . 

F u r t h e r , t h e use o f I t ) "ft\l€.OpA. i n 1 7 . 16 i s u n u s u a l , and t h e de s ­

c r i p t i o n o f A p o l l o s as i s pe rhaps b e s t compared 

w i t h Til> TCy/CUfJUTL [io\ft£S i n Rom. 1 2 . 1 1 , a p h r a s e c l e a r l y c u r r e n t 
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i n t h e l anguage o f C h r i s t i a n e d i f i c a t i o n . 

F o l l o w i n g t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n o f A p o l l o s as 

t h e v e r s e c o n t i n u e s . AAei IUL ihibusSK€s/ JiKpt^Os 1% Kepi 

TOO Irj&OU . Here t h e c l a i m t h a t A p o l l o s was committed t o a d i s t i n c t l y 

n o n - C h r i s t i a n a l l e g i a n c e t o John t h e B a p t i s t i s a t i t s most v u l n e r a b l e , 

f o r i t i s n o t m e r e l y s t a t e d t h a t he knew t h e f a c t s a b o u t Jesus b u t 

t h a t t h e s e f a c t s were p a r t a n d p a r c e l o f h i s p r e a c h i n g . O n l y i f t h i s 

p h r a s e i s o m i t t e d as an u n h i s t o r i c a l g l o s s can a good case be made o u t 

f o r r e g a r d i n g A p o l l o s as e v i d e n c e f o r t h e s u r v i v a l o f an i n d e p e n d e n t 

J o h a n n i t e movement a f t e r t h e B a p t i s t ' s d e a t h . 

B u t i f , a t t h i s p o i n t , t h e b a l a n c e o f p r o b a b i l i t y w o u l d appea r 

t o be a g a i n s t t h e p r o p o s i t i o n t h a t A p o l l o s b e f o r e h i s e n c o u n t e r w i t h 

P r i s c i l l a a n d A q u i l a was s t i l l a c o m m i t t e d J o h a n n i t e , t h e c o n c l u d i n g 

c l a u s e o f t h i s p e r p l e x i n g v e r s e 2 5 , i.tClGT<£jJL£}/0£ JJ.6vO\f 



, makes t h e q u e s t i o n c o m p l e t e l y open a g a i n . 

I t i s t h i s c l a u s e w h i c h i s most f r e q u e n t l y q u o t e d as e v i d e n c e t h a t 

A p o l l o s mus t have been a devo tee o f John t h e B a p t i s t . The words 

a r e u s u a l l y t a k e n t o mean n o t m e r e l y t h a t A p o l l o s knew o f t h e b a p t i s m 

o f J o h n , b u t a l s o t h a t he h a d been b a p t i z e d i n t o i t . T h i s w o u l d 

i n d i c a t e a t l e a s t a measure o f commitment b y A p o l l o s t o t h e Bap­

t i s t ' s c a u s e , and pe rhaps a l s o h i s a c c e p t a n c e o f t h e demands o f 

f o r m a l d i s c i p l e s h i p w h i c h he had r e t a i n e d up t o t h i s p o i n t . Some 
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c r i t i c s have p r o p o s e d t o t r e a t t h i s c l a u s e as s e c o n d a r y , a n d t h i s 

c e r t a i n l y c l a r i f i e s t h e C h r i s t i a n s t a t u s o f A p o l l o s . However , i t 

must be s t r e s s e d t h a t i f i n s t e a d t h e r e f e r e n c e t o A p o l l o s t e a c h i n g 

a b o u t Jesus was s i m i l a r l y e x c l u d e d as an u n h i s t o r i c a l g l o s s , an 

e x c e l l e n t case c o u l d t h e n be made o u t i n s u p p o r t o f h i s J o h a n n i t e 

s t a t u s . I t i s e a s i e r t o i m a g i n e t h a t a C h r i s t i a n w r i t e r w o u l d have 

added t h e r e f e r e n c e t o Jesus r a t h e r t h a n a r e f e r e n c e t o J o h n ' s 

b a p t i s m . 

The p r o b l e m i s w h e t h e r t h i s r e f e r e n c e t o J o h n ' s b a p t i s m , c o u p l e d 

pe rhaps w i t h t h e r e f e r e n c e , t o h i s b e i n g i n s t r u c t e d i n t h e way o f the-

L o r d , c o n s t i t u t e s s u f f i c i e n t g rounds f o r c i t i n g A p o l l o s as e v i d e n c e 

f o r t h e c o n t i n u e d e x i s t e n c e o f a J o h a n n i t e movement a f t e r t h e Bap­

t i s t ' s d e a t h . Some s u p p o r t f o r an a f f i r m a t i v e answer m i g h t be 

t h o u g h t t o l i e i n t h e i m p r o b a b i l i t y t h a t a C h r i s t i a n t e a c h e r c o u l d 

have been " f e r v e n t i n s p i r i t " , and y e t i g n o r a n t o f t h e c o n n e c t i o n 

be tween t h e p o s s e s s i o n o f t h e S p i r i t a n d C h r i s t i a n b a p t i s m . I t i s , 

h o w e v e r , u n c e r t a i n w h e t h e r Kasemann i s c o r r e c t i n a s s e r t i n g t h a t 
a c c o r d i n g t o t h e unanimous w i t n e s s o f t h e New Tes t amen t " b a p t i s m 



i s t h e i n e s c a p a b l e p r e s u p p o s i t i o n o f membersh ip i n C h r i s t a n d i n h i s 
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B o d y " . A p a r t f r o m M a t t . 2 8 . 19 and Mark 1 6 . 1 5 , t h e r e i s no e v i ­

dence t h a t Jesus gave any command t o b a p t i z e , and even t h e s e d i s p u t e d 

v e r s e s speak o n l y o f a command g i v e n a f t e r h i s d e a t h a n d r e s u r r e c t i o n 

T h e r e i s t h e s u s p i c i o n t o o , t h a t i n s p e a k i n g o f t h e p r a c t i c e o f b a p ­

t i s m f r o m t h e day o f P e n t e c o s t t h e e a r l y c h a p t e r s o f A c t s a r e r e a d i n g 

b a c k i n t o t h e p a s t t h e p r a c t i c e o f a l a t e r d a y . These f a c t o r s l e a v e 

open t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t f o r a s h o r t t i m e t h e e a r l i e s t C h r i s t i a n 
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b e l i e v e r s d i d n o t p r a c t i s e a b a p t i s m o f t h e i r o w n . I n any e v e n t 

A p o l l o s may be compared w i t h t h e one h u n d r e d and t w e n t y d i s c i p l e s 

o f Jesus on P e n t e c o s t m o r n i n g who r e c e i v e d t h e S p i r i t w i t h o u t b a p t i s m 

and r e g a r d e d as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f t h o s e who h a d r e c e i v e d J o h n ' s b a p ­

t i s m p r i o r t o a v i s i t a t i o n o f t h e S p i r i t a n d consequen t e n t r y i n t o 
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t h e C h r i s t i a n c o m m u n i t y . The c o m p l e m e n t a r y p o i n t t o t h i s s u g g e s t ­

i o n w o u l d t h e n be t h a t t h e f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n i m p a r t e d b y P r i s c i l l a 

and A q u i l a t o A p o l l o s was t h a t C h r i s t i a n b a p t i s m h a d been commanded 

b y t h e r i s e n C h r i s t , and t h a t i t h a d become t h e mark o f e n t r y i n t o 
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t h e C h r i s t i a n c o m m u n i t y . 

B u t a t t r a c t i v e as t h i s l a s t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a p p e a r s , t h e c o n ­

c l u s i o n must be t h a t A c t s 1 8 . 24-28 i s t o o c o n f u s i n g t o a d m i t o f a 

d e f i n i t e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I f , on t h e one h a n d , t h e t e x t i s a c c e p t e d 

as an a c c u r a t e h i s t o r i c a l r e c o r d , t h e p r o b a b i l i t y w o u l d be t h a t 

A p o l l o s was a C h r i s t i a n o f a p r i m i t i v e t y p e , u n a c q u a i n t e d w i t h t h e 

p r a c t i c e o f C h r i s t i a n b a p t i s m . On t h e o t h e r h a n d i f i t i s s t r e s s e d 

t h a t no C h r i s t i a n w r i t e r , l e a s t o f a l l L u k e , w o u l d have w i s h e d t o 
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acknowledge t h a t A p o l l o s , t h e w e l l - k n o w n m i s s i o n a r y , h a d once h e l d 

h e r e t i c a l v i e w s a b o u t t h e p r e c u r s o r o f J e s u s , i t may be a r g u e d t h a t 

t h e r e a r e s u f f i c i e n t i n d i c a t i o n s i n t h e t e x t t o c o n c l u d e t h a t b e f o r e 

h i s e n c o u n t e r w i t h P r i s c i l l a and A q u i l a A p o l l o s was c o m m i t t e d t o 
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d i s t i n c t l y J o h a n n i t e v i e w s . I n t h e f a c e o f t h i s u n c e r t a i n t y 

i t may o n l y be t e n t a t i v e l y s u g g e s t e d t h a t t h e case o f A p o l l o s c o n ­

s t i t u t e s some e v i d e n c e f o r t h e s u r v i v a l o f a B a p t i s t s e c t a f t e r t h e 

d e a t h o f J o h n ; and w i t h o u t o t h e r sounde r e v i d e n c e f o r t h e c o n t i n u e d 

e x i s t e n c e o f a J o h a n n i t e movement i t w o u l d p r o b a b l y be w r o n g t o 

a t t a c h much s i g n i f i c a n c e t o A c t s 1 8 . 24—28. 

However , i n c o n t r a s t t o A c t s 1 8 . 2 4 - 2 8 , t h e passage 1 9 . 1-7 i s 

r e g a r d e d b y many s c h o l a r s as a f i r m i n d i c a t i o n t h a t t h e r e were men 

w h o , some t h i r t y y e a r s a f t e r t h e d e a t h o f John t h e B a p t i s t , h e l d t o 

an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f h i s m i s s i o n d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h a t c u r r e n t amongs t 

e a r l y C h r i s t i a n s . The passage r e a d s : 

W h i l e A p o l l o s i"ias a t C o r i n t h , P a u l pa s sed t h r o u g h t h e u p p e r 

c o u n t r y and came t o Ephesus . There he f o u n d some d i s c i p l e s . 

And he s a i d t o t h e m , " D i d y o u r e c e i v e t h e H o l y S p i r i t when 

y o u b e l i e v e d ? " And t h e y s a i d , " N o , we have n e v e r even 

h e a r d t h a t t h e r e i s a H o l y S p i r i t . " And he s a i d , " I n t o w h a t 

t h e n were y o u b a p t i z e d ? " They s a i d , " I n t o J o h n ' s b a p t i s m . " 

And P a u l s a i d , "John b a p t i z e d w i t h t h e b a p t i s m o f r e p e n t a n c e , 

t e l l i n g t h e p e o p l e t o b e l i e v e i n t h e one who was t o come a f t e r 

h i m , t h a t i s , J e s u s . " On h e a r i n g t h i s , t h e y were b a p t i z e d 

i n t h e name o f t h e L o r d J e s u s . And when P a u l h a d l a i d h i s 



hands upon t h e m , t h e H o l y S p i r i t came on t h e m ; and t h e y 

spoke w i t h t o n g u e s and p r o p h e s i e d . T h e r e were a b o u t t w e l v e 

o f them i n a l l . 

Perhaps t h e f i r s t t h i n g t o emerge i s t h a t t h e n a r r a t i v e i s f a r 

f r o m b e i n g c l e a r . The second i s t h a t d e s p i t e i t s l a c k o f c l a r i t y 

t h e passage does appea r t o c a r r y some r e f e r e n c e t o a J o h a n n i t e g r o u p ; 

even T e i c h e r , one o f t h e most a r d e n t c r i t i c s o f t h e g e n e r a l h y p o ­

t h e s i s unde r r e v i e w , a d m i t s t h a t t h e passage i n d i c a t e s t h e p o s ­

s i b i l i t y o f t h e e x i s t e n c e o f a J o h a n n i t e s e c t , and he concedes t h e 

l o g i c a l p o i n t t h a t no d e m o n s t r a t i o n i s a v a i l a b l e t o p r o v e t h i s p o s -
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s i b i l i t y i m p o s s i b l e . These two f a c t o r s d i c t a t e t h e p l a n o f t h e 

f o l l o w i n g d i s c u s s i o n . K r a e l i n g a s s e r t s t h a t t h e s e men a r e " t o o 
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e n i g m a t i c t o c l a r i f y a n o t h e r e n i g m a " , a n d t h e p e r p l e x i n g f e a t u r e s 

i n t h e s t o r y must s e r v e as a s a l u t o r y w a r n i n g t o t h o s e who have used 

t h i s passage as t h e c o r n e r - s t o n e o f t h e h y p o t h e s i s t h a t a J o h a n n i t e 

communi ty c o n t i n u e d a f t e r t h e d e a t h o f J o h n . However , i t i s easy 

t o u n d e r s t a n d why s c h o l a r s s i n c e t h e t i m e o f C h r y s o s t o m have c i t e d 

t h i s s t o r y as e v i d e n c e f o r t h e e x i s t e n c e o f J o h a n n i t e g r o u p s some 

y e a r s a f t e r J o h n ' s e x e c u t i o n . The q u e s t i o n i s t o see how f a r t h i s 

c i t a t i o n i s j u s t i f i e d . 

As i n d i c a t e d a b o v e , t h e passage i s a w e l l known c r u x , b u t were 

i t n o t f o r t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e s e men as ULtt&nti^ a n d X1t f f56Ud£( / rS£ 
i t c o u l d be a r g u e d c o n v i n c i n g l y t h a t wha t P a u l e n c o u n t e r s h e r e i s a 

company o r f e l l o w s h i p o f J o h a n n i t e s . H i s o p e n i n g q u e s t i o n c l e a r l y 

i m p l i e s t h a t t h e r e i s s o m e t h i n g u n u s u a l , i f n o t d i s t i n c t l y n o n -

as 
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C h r i s t i a n , a b o u t t h e b e l i e f s o f t h e s e men. T h i s i m p r e s s i o n i s c o n ­

f i r m e d when i n answer t o P a u l ' s e n q u i r y t h e y r e p l y , b u 6 * ei 

"KyfeSjUL aiyiDV CCTlV TJKOU(Ujl£\/. The RSV t r a n s l a t i o n , " N o , we 

have n e v e r even h e a r d t h a t t h e r e i s a H o l y S p i r i t " , i s d a n g e r o u s l y 

m i s l e a d i n g f o r i t i m p l i e s t h a t t h e y were i g n o r a n t , n o t o n l y o f J o h n ' s 

J * * ' 
p r o m i s e o f a b a p t i s m €V "KyfeufJLtCTl eCytl*) i n t h e n o t t o o d i s t a n t 

94 
f u t u r e , b u t a l s o o f t h e e x i s t e n c e o f t h e d i v i n e S p i r i t known t o 
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e v e r y p i o u s Jew a n d G e n t i l e i n t h e H e l l e n i s t i c e p o c h . The RV i s 

more l i k e l y t o be c o r r e c t w i t h i t s t r a n s l a t i o n . "We d i d n o t so 
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much as h e a r w h e t h e r t h e H o l y S p i r i t was g i v e n . " T h i s t r a n s l a t i o n 

can a l s o be d e f e n d e d on l i n g u i s t i c g r o u n d s . I f t h e i n t e n t i o n h a d 

been t o i n d i c a t e i g n o r a n c e o f t h e v e r y e x i s t e n c e o f t h e S p i r i t a 
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"know" v e r b w o u l d have been more s u i t a b l e . As i t i s , t h e use o f 

fJKOU(5oCfJL£v' may s u g g e s t d i s a p p o i n t m e n t a t n o t h a v i n g h e a r d a b o u t 

a w a i t e d n e w s . A c o m p a r i s o n can be made t o o w i t h John 7 . 3 9 b , where 

t h e words OUXii> Jdji fM TW€iyi*C • • r e q u i r e t h e a d d i t i o n o f t h e w o r d 
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" g i v e n " i n o r d e r t o make c o m p l e t e s e n s e . The p o i n t t h e r e f o r e a b o u t 

t h e men 's r e p l y , as i n d i c a t e d f u r t h e r by t h e e v e n t s d e s c r i b e d i n v . 6 , 

i s j u s t t h a t a t t h i s s t a g e t h e y h a d n o t r e c e i v e d t h e H o l y S p i r i t . I f 

Romans 8 . 9 - "Any one who does n o t have t h e S p i r i t o f C h r i s t does n o t 

b e l o n g t o h i m . " - i s any g u i d e , t h i s answer means t h a t w h a t e v e r t h e i r 

p a r t i c u l a r a l l e g i a n c e i t was n o t p r o p e r l y C h r i s t i a n . 

E . Haenchen ' s comment on t h e men's answer i s , "Wenn es b e i den 

Z w 5 l f so t r a u r i g urn den G e i s t b e s t e l l t i s t , dann kann i h r e T a u f e n i c h t 
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i n Ordnung s e i n . " T h i s i s P a u l ' s c o n c l u s i o n t o o f o r he i m m e d i a t e l y 



l i n k s t h e i r l a c k o f t h e S p i r i t w i t h a b a p t i s m w h i c h he assumes t h e y 

h a d e x p e r i e n c e d . The men 's r e j o i n d e r t o t h i s a s s u m p t i o n i s t o 

I t has been c l a i m e d t h a t t h i s p h r a s e i n d i c a t e s o n l y t h e a c t u a l a c t o f 

b a p t i s m and n o t a l a s t i n g o b l i g a t i o n t o John e n t e r e d t h e r e u p o n . How­

e v e r , i t i s n o t c e r t a i n on g r a m m a t i c a l g r o u n d s t h a t £ t £ i s h e r e 

f a c t t h a t P a u l c o n n e c t s t h e i r l a c k o f C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g w i t h 

t h i s b a p t i s m s u g g e s t s t h a t i n t h i s c a s e , i f n o t i n 1 8 . 2 5 c , " t h e 

b a p t i s m o f J o h n " can c o n f i d e n t l y be u n d e r s t o o d as i n d i c a t i n g some 

d i s t i n c t i v e commitment t o t h e B a p t i s t 

The r e p l y o f P a u l t o t h e men's r e j o i n d e r w o u l d a p p e a r t o c o n f i r m 

t h a t t h e y had a d e f i n i t e commi tment s t i l l t o t h e t e a c h i n g s o f John 

t h e B a p t i s t . I t i s t r u e t h a t T e i c h e r o b j e c t s t h a t P a u l ' s s t a t e m e n t 

i n v . 4 " w o u l d make no sense i f i t had been a d d r e s s e d t o t h e d i s c i p l e s 

o f John t h e B a p t i s t " , r e p r e s e n t i n g as i t does o n l y a r e p e t i t i o n o f 
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wha t t h e y mus t a l r e a d y have k n o w n . B u t T e i c h e r i s m i s t a k e n h e r e 

i n h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e summary w h i c h P a u l g i v e s o f J o h n ' s mes­

s a g e . I t i s f a r f r o m c e r t a i n t h a t t h i s summary w o u l d have been s t a l e 

news t o men who were c o m m i t t e d s o l e l y t o t h e B a p t i s t . A c c o r d i n g t o 

t h e S y n o p t i c t r a d i t i o n John does n o t e x p l i c i t l y i d e n t i f y t h e Coming 

One w i t h J e s u s , n o r i n d e e d does he u rge h i s l i s t e n e r s t o b e l i e v e i n 
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t h e Coming One. I t must be n o t e d t o o t h a t t h e c o n c l u d i n g words 

o f P a u l ' s summary,TOUT COtlV £L£ 1Z)V IfJffOUX/' , g i v e t h e i m p r e s ­

s i o n t h a t t h e r e was a n e e d t o s t r e s s t h e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f Jesus w i t h 

e x p l a i n t h a t t h e y h a d been b a p t i z e d €LQ l b lUaCVSOU 

e q u i v a l e n t t o i n s t r u m e n t a l € V (a s F . F . Bruce m a i n t a i n s ^ " ^ ) , and t h e 



t h e Coining One whom John had p r o c l a i m e d . T h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w o u l d 

appea r t o have been r e a d i l y a c c e p t e d b y t h e t w e l v e men. They a r e 

b a p t i z e d i n t h e name o f t h e L o r d Jesus a n d r e c e i v e t h e H o l y S p i r i t , 

t h e s e t w o a c t i o n s , h e r e r e l a t e d , m a r k i n g t h e i r e n t r y i n t o t h e 

C h r i s t i a n C h u r c h . 

The o b v i o u s c r i t i c i s m o f t h e above a r g u m e n t i s t h a t i t f a i l s t o 

t a k e a c c o u n t o f t h e t e rms UeL0riTitL$ and 1Tl(fTe6GoCVT&g w h i c h a r e used 

t o d e s c r i b e t h e s e men. I t i s g e n e r a l l y o b j e c t e d t h a t t h e s e t e r m s 

must i n d i c a t e t h e men ' s C h r i s t i a n a l l e g i a n c e s i n c e i n o t h e r New 

T e s t a m e n t passages where t h e same t e r m s a r e used a b s o l u t e l y t h e 

r e f e r e n c e i s a l w a y s t o C h r i s t i a n s . The f o r c e o f t h i s o b j e c t i o n i s 

n o t l e s s e n e d b y t h e s u g g e s t i o n o f J . Thomas t h a t t h e t e r m 

does n o t a p p l y o n l y t o t h e t w e l v e men, b u t t o a l a r g e r a u d i e n c e o f 

1C4 

w h i c h t h e y were a s m a l l , a l b e i t u n o r t h o d o x , p a r t . I t i s a l s o 

e x t r e m e l y d o u b t f u l w h e t h e r Thomas i s c o r r e c t i n s u g g e s t i n g t h a t t h e 

use b y P a u l o f t h e t e r m ~lTc(fftu<JoC\/Ttg may r e f l e c t o n l y h i s own e r r o r 
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i n a s suming t h a t t h e s e men were C h r i s t i a n s . 

However , i t i s n o t o b v i o u s t h a t t h e use o f t h e s e two t e r m s i n 

t h i s passage demands t h e r e j e c t i o n o f t h e c l a i m t h a t t h e t w e l v e men 

c o n v e r t e d b y P a u l were c o m m i t t e d J o h a n n i t e s . I n h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f 

t h e p r o b l e m , Scob ie s u g g e s t s t h a t s i n c e t h i s passage i s o b v i o u s l y a 

s p e c i a l case we w o u l d be j u s t i f i e d i n l e t t i n g t h e c o n t e x t , r a t h e r 
X06 

t h a n t h e t e r m jJsCOfj-nZs » d i c t a t e t h e c o n c l u s i o n t o be d r a w n . As 

so s t a t e d h i s s u g g e s t i o n smacks o f s p e c i a l p l e a d i n g , b u t i t i s p o s ­

s i b l e , as i s t h e c l a i m t h a t t h e use o f t h e w o r d h e r e goes back t o 

t a k e a c c o u n t o f t h e t e rms 
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some p r i m i t i v e c i r c l e s where i t s meaning was less stereotyped than 
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i n l a t e r days. I t i s a l s o possible t h a t more emphasis should be 

placed on the phrase TiviCS fJL/.&TjToL$ , r a t h e r than j u s t the s i n g l e 

word JJUiBtjT^ . "Luc a u r a i t e c r i t ' c e r t a i n s d i s c i p l e s * pour 
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i n d i q u e r que c ' l t a i e n t des d i s c i p l e s d'un genre s p e c i a l . " The 

i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s i s t h a t the two words, tlvWS , might 

not be i n a p p l i c a b l e t o a group o f no n - C h r i s t i a n s . 

Special mention must be made o f KSsemann's conclusion t h a t what 
we have i n t h i s episode i s "an o v e r p a i n t i n g by Luke o f the t r a d i t i o n 
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he had t o hand". Ke puts forward the hypothesis t h a t i t i s 

Luke's i n t e n t i o n t o p i c t u r e " a l l d i s c i p l e s o f John as standing t o 

C h r i s t i a n s i n r t h e r e l a t i o n o f embryos", 1"^ i n which case t h e terms 

/JUNTAS and XLtfrctidvCrf&S would form p a r t o f a plan designed t o 

make c l e a r t o Johannites, C h r i s t i a n s , and c r i t i c s a l i k e , t h a t des­

p i t e the dubious b e l i e f s o f those Johannites s t i l l a c t i v e , they are 

t o be regarded as C h r i s t i a n s o f a p r i m i t i v e type since only the 

s l i g h t e s t pressure i s needed t o in c o r p o r a t e them i n t o the C h r i s t i a n 

Church. A l t e r n a t i v e l y , the use o f the words and "Kl6Hj&6et>{'fi£& 

may r e f l e c t only Luke's reluctance t o make e x p l i c i t reference t o an 

independent movement which s t i l l h e l d sole a l l e g i a n c e t o the man 

b e l i e v e d by C h r i s t i a n s t o have been the precursor o f Jesus. I t 

i s known t h a t Luke was r e l u c t a n t t o acknowledge the existence o f 

schism and heresy i n the e a r l i e s t days o f C h r i s t i a n i t y , " ^ and t h i s 

supports Kaenchen's argument t h a t "konnte e r die Johannesjlinger, von 

denen seine T r a d i t i o n e r z a h l t e , nur a l s unvollkommene Christen 



a u f t r e t e n lassen, d i e ' i n die Taufe des Johannes' g e t a u f t s i n d " . 

The i m p l i c a t i o n o f a l l t h i s i s t h a t Acts 19. 1-7, l i k e most o f 

t h e o t h e r New Testament data considered p r e v i o u s l y , c o n s t i t u t e s strong 

support f o r the c l a i m t h a t f o r a time John's d i s c i p l e s continued t o 

e x i s t as a d i s t i n c t and independent o r g a n i z a t i o n a f t e r t h e i r master's 

death. A l l o f these references a d m i t t e d l y f a l l s h o r t o f conclusive 

p r o o f , but t h i s q u a l i f i c a t i o n must be judged alongside t h e consider­

a t i o n t h a t t h i s evidence f o r t h e s u r v i v a l o f an independent Johannite 

movement i s deriv e d from the New Testament. One would h a r d l y expect 

t o f i n d e x p l i c i t references there t o a group constant i n i t s a l l e g i a n c e 

t o the man b e l i e v e d by C h r i s t i a n s t o have been t h e forerunner o f Jesus. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE NON-BIBLICAL EVIDENCE FOR THE SURVIVAL OF A 
JOHANNITE SECT 

The evidence f o r the s u r v i v a l o f Johannite groups a f t e r the 

Ba p t i s t ' s death i s not exhausted by those New Testament passages 

examined e a r l i e r . Outside the pages o f the New Testament i s t o be 

found evidence which, i f not as conclusive as many c r i t i c s have 

assumed, i s o f great value i n supporting the c l a i m t h a t the move­

ment begun by the B a p t i s t p e r s i s t e d f o r some time a f t e r h i s death. 

A n a t u r a l s t a r t i n g p o i n t i s w i t h Josephus, the Jewish h i s t o r i a n 

(A.D.37-97), who supplies the e a r l i e s t n on-Christian reference t o 

John the B a p t i s t i n h i s work The A n t i q u i t i e s o f the Jews ( X V I I I , 

5, 2 ) . The precise degree o f c r e d i b i l i t y t o be attached t o t h i s 

reference i s a matter o f some debate,"*' although f o r the purpose o f 

t h i s discussion we may concur w i t h the l a t e s t biographer o f John 

the B a p t i s t and accept i t as " l a r g e l y the t r u t h , but by no means the 
2 

whole t r u t h " . The passage reads: 

Some o f the Jews ( T l t f l 6e Ti)V 7OU6*CCUV) b e l i e v e d t h a t 

Herod's army was destroyed by God, God punishing him very 

j u s t l y f o r John c a l l e d the B a p t i s t , whom Herod had put t o 

death. For John was a pious man, and he was b i d d i n g the 

Jews who p r a c t i s e d v i r t u e and exercised righteousness 

toward each ot h e r and p i e t y toward God, t o come togethe r 



f o r baptism ( ^ O ^ T L ^ f / j J (SU\/UVdLL ) . For thus, i t seemed 

t o him, would baptismal a b l u t i o n be acceptable, i f i t were 

used not t o beg o f f from sins committed, but f o r the p u r i ­

f i c a t i o n o f the body when the soul had p r e v i o u s l y been 

cleansed by ri g h t e o u s conduct. And when everybody turne d 

t o John - f o r they were profoundly s t i r r e d by what he s a i d -

Herod feared t h a t John's so extensive i n f l u e n c e over the 

people might lead t o an u p r i s i n g ( f o r the people seemed 

l i k e l y t o do ever y t h i n g he might counsel). He thought i t 

much b e t t e r , under the circumstances, t o get John out o f the 

way i n advance, before any i n s u r r e c t i o n might develop, than 

f o r h i m s e l f t o get i n t o t r o u b l e and be s o r r y not t o have 

acted, once an i n s u r r e c t i o n had begun. So because o f Herod's 

s u s p i c i o n , John x-ras sent as a p r i s o n e r t o Machaerus, the f o r ­

t r e s s already mentioned, and there put t o death. But the 

Jews (T&Zs 6fi 'lou6cCLOL£) b e l i e v e d t h a t the d e s t r u c t i o n 

which overtook the army came as a punishment f o r Herod, God 
3 

- wishing t o do him harm. 

I t i s a t once apparent t h a t the passage makes no e x p l i c i t 

reference t o the d i s c i p l e s o f John the B a p t i s t , although t h i s i s not 

t o say t h a t i t lacks m a t e r i a l which could be taken as being c o n s i s t ­

ent w i t h t h e i r continued existence a f t e r h i s death. Josephus 

begins by connecting the B a p t i s t ' s death w i t h the defeat o f the 

army o f Herod Antipas by Aretas, King o f the Nabataeans. This 

occurred i n A.D.36, which means t h a t i f Luke 3. 1 i s c o r r e c t i n 
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i n d i c a t i n g t h a t the B a p t i s t died about A.D.29-30, the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

o f Herod's defeat as an act o f d i v i n e vengeance f o r t h e execution o f 

John was c u r r e n t s e v e r a l years a f t e r w a r d s . I t i s not c l e a r from 

the account o f Josephus whether t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n was g e n e r a l l y 

h e l d , or i f i t was hel d by o n l y a few. The u n p o p u l a r i t y o f Antipas, 

coupled w i t h the e n t h u s i a s t i c f o l l o w i n g which both Josephus and t h e 

Synoptic w r i t e r s a t t r i b u t e t o John, make i t not u n l i k e l y t h a t such 

an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n would have q u i c k l y caught t h e p u b l i c i m a g i n a t i o n . 

"Many o f the common people o f h i s day found him not o n l y provocative 

but compelling, so much so t h a t f o r almost a decade a f t e r h i s death 
14. 

the question o f h i s v i n d i c a t i o n was a popular i s s u e . " 

A l t e r n a t i v e l y , although t h e r e i s not h i n g t o support R. E i s l e r ' s 

suggestion t h a t the concluding Tdlg 6fi ioo6oCL0L£ should r e a l l y be 

H6L 6c '/ouSoilUix/ ,^ i f t h e reference which Josephus makes 

f i r s t t o TiCfl 5£ TtOV '/ouSeCUJV i s accurate, i t might be conjectured 

t h a t t h i s r e f e r s t o a Johannite group l o y a l t o i t s dead master and 

convinced t h a t h i s murderer had not gone unpunished. I t i s easy 

t o imagine t h a t any p a r t i c u l a r group h o l d i n g t o t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

o f Herod's defeat would have been Johannite i n cha r a c t e r . At one 

p o i n t i n h i s book K r a e l i n g suggests t h a t Josephus i s r e f e r r i n g t o 

the sympathizers o f John h i m s e l f , the l a r g e constituency o f those 

baptized by h i s baptism who c a r r i e d on where John had been forc e d 

t o leave o f f . E. S t a u f f e r c o n f i d e n t l y asserts t h a t i t was the 

"Tauferjunger 1 1 who saw i n t h i s defeat o f Antipas "dass g o t t l i c h e 
7 

S t r a f g e r i c h t uber den Mbrder i h r e s M e i s t e r s " . Equally c o n f i d e n t 



i s Rengstorf who argues t h a t a c o n t i n u a t i o n o f a f i r m c i r c l e o f 

Johannites long a f t e r John's death i s s u f f i c i e n t l y a t t e s t e d "by the 

mere f a c t t h a t Josephus (90 A.D.) had a t h i s dispo s a l l i v i n g t e s t i -
g 

monies o f the B a p t i s t " . 

However, a t t r a c t i v e as these claims a r e , i t must be admitted 

t h a t the t e x t gives no d e f i n i t e i n d i c a t i o n t h a t the men who h e l d t o 

t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f Herod's defeat were Johannites, and does n o t 

demand the deduction t h a t t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n was a l i v e issue i n 

the c l o s i n g decades o f the f i r s t c entury. Neither c l a i m can be 

dismissed as impossible, but the f a i r e s t inference from the t e x t a t 

t h i s p o i n t i s simply t h a t i t provides d e f i n i t e evidence f o r John's 

death being remembered by a t l e a s t a few Jews (who may have been 

Johannites) f o r a number, and perhaps even a considerable number o f 

years a f t e r h i s execution. 

Also r e l e v a n t t o the question whether or n o t the d i s c i p l e s o f 

John s u r v i v e d t h e i r master's death i s the c l a i m t h a t the words 

J$LilCTL(SfJUb OUVl&VaCL should be t r a n s l a t e d as " t o u n i t e by baptism" 

o r " t o come together through baptism". Obviously the l i k e l i h o o d 

o f a Johannite movement c o n t i n u i n g a f t e r John's death i s increased 

i f those baptized by him were thereby bound togeth e r i n some form o f 

f e l l o w s h i p . On t h i s p o i n t c r i t i c s are d i v i d e d . Both Scobie and 

Krae l i n g remain unimpressed by the arguments o f Goguel and H. G. 

Marsh t h a t j3o£JfTL<^(jQ <fUVl£&L should be t r a n s l a t e d as " t o come 
g 

together through baptism", and t h i s may be taken as s i g n i f i c a n t 

since n e i t h e r Scobie nor K r a e l i n g has any d i f f i c u l t y i n accepting 



t h a t the d i s c i p l e s o f John the B a p t i s t remained a c t i v e a f t e r h i s 

death. On the other hand, although Scobie i s c o r r e c t i n p o i n t i n g 

out t h a t the great m a j o r i t y o f those baptized must have r e t u r n e d 

home t o t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e occupations,"^ t h e r e can be l i t t l e doubt 

t h a t John's baptism, whatever i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e , must have r e s u l t e d 

i n some f e e l i n g o f f e l l o w s h i p amongst those who had received i t , 

and c o n s t i t u t e d a bond between them and John. I f on grammatical 

together f o r baptism" or " t o u n i t e by baptism", general consider­

a t i o n s suggest t h a t the l a t t e r t r a n s l a t i o n i s perhaps the b e t t e r one. 

t h a t the bonds o f f e l l o w s h i p forged by John's baptism would have 

survived the s t r a i n o f h i s imprisonment and death. 

One d i f f i c u l t y w i t h t h i s , and w i t h the previous p o i n t , i s t h a t 

few scholars are prepared t o accept the passage i n The A n t i q u i t i e s 

o f t h e Jews as completely r e l i a b l e . I t i s t r u e t h a t the main prob­

lems l i e only w i t h the omission o f ap o c a l y p t i c colour and any r e f e r ­

ence t o Jesus, but i t i s a d o u b t f u l argument which r e s t s on c e r t a i n 

p o i n t s d e r i v e d from a suspect re c o r d . What can s a f e l y be s a i d i s 

only t h a t the passage under review i s a t l e a s t c o n s i s t e n t w i t h the 

claim t h a t the d i s c i p l e s o f John continued t o be a c t i v e a f t e r h i s 

death. 

I n h i s review o f the evidence f o r the existence o f a Johannite 

sec t , Scobie has not h i n g t o say o f the various apocryphal w r i t i n g s 

concerning the inf a n c y and l i f e o f John the B a p t i s t N o t so 

grounds poLKTuGliQ &UVl£\M.l c a n be t r a n s l a t e d by e i t h e r " t o come 

phrase pcOCTUfjUbQ The (SUVulx/oLt may then bear the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 



H. J. Schonfield who argues t h a t d e t a i l s i n these apocryphal works 

bear out h i s c l a i m t h a t there was i n existence d u r i n g the f i r s t C h r i s ­

t i a n c e n t u r i e s "a r e c o r d o f the b i r t h o f John the B a p t i s t i n which he 
12 

f i g u r e s as the i n f a n t Messiah", and a l s o , by i m p l i c a t i o n , a group 

o f Johannites t o o r i g i n a t e and t r a n s m i t t h i s m a t e r i a l . I t i s t r u e 

t h a t t h e mere existence o f t h i s f u r t h e r apocryphal i n f o r m a t i o n about 

the B a p t i s t ' s antecedents does not prove t h a t the s t o r i e s o r i g i n a t e d 

i n Johannite c i r c l e s . As one c r i t i c o f Schonfield*s book remarked, 

"Enquiring s p i r i t s n a t u r a l l y t u r n e d from Jesus and His mother t o look 

f o r f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n as t o His great f o r e r u n n e r , and the w r i t e r s 
13 

o f the age had l i t t l e d i f f i c u l t y i n supplying i t . " But although 

t h i s observation acts as an e f f e c t i v e c r i t i c i s m t o many o f S c h o n f i e l d 1 

deductions, t h e r e remain i n d i c a t i o n s t h a t some o f t h i s apocryphal 

m a t e r i a l concerning John r e f l e c t s an exaggerated estimate o f t h e 

prophet's importance and stems from opponents o f the C h r i s t i a n Church. 

Schonfield makes much o f the Commentaries on the Gospels w r i t t e n 

by Isho'dad o f Merv, the Nestorian Bishop o f Hadatha. I n t h i s work 

we f i n d w i t h reference t o the account o f John's b i r t h the f o l l o w i n g : 

But afterwards the Jews i n q u i r e d o f Zechariah about h i s son, 

"Where i s the prophet t h a t was born to. save I s r a e l from the 

oppression o f the Romans?" and he t r u t h f u l l y r e p l i e d , " I do 

not know." They answered him c r u e l l y . "Because thou a r t 

envious about the l i b e r a t i o n o f the people, thou hast k i l l e d 

t h y son, i n order t h a t we may not be f r e e d from bondage"; 

f o r they expected a Messiah from t h e wonders t h a t were per-



formed a t h i s conception and a t h i s b i r t h . 

C l e a r l y these words go beyond the conception o f John as the forerunner 

o f Jesus the Messiah. The s i g n i f i c a n t p o i n t here i s t h a t although 

Isho'dad wrote about the middle o f the n i n t h c entury, he does claim 

dependence on much o l d e r w r i t e r s . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , the mention o f the 

use o f o l d e r sources i s not accompanied by an e x p l i c i t reference t o 

the d e r i v a t i o n o f t h i s b e l i e f i n John as "the prophet t h a t was born 

t o save I s r a e l from the oppression o f the Romans". I t may be a n c i e n t , 

as Schonfield maintains, but the absence o f r e a l evidence t o support 

t h i s c l a i m makes i t hazardous t o l a y much s t r e s s on the p o s s i b i l i t y 

t h a t t h i s reference o f Isho'dad supports the hypothesis o f an inde­

pendent Johannite movement s u r v i v i n g the death o f John the B a p t i s t . 

B e t t e r support f o r S c h o n f i e l d 1 s t h e s i s i s t o be found i n the 

apocryphal v/ork, The Book o f James (Protevangelium). The ro o t s o f 

t h i s work go back t o about the year 150 A.D., although s e v e r a l chap­

t e r s are t o be accounted l a t e r a d d i t i o n s . ^ The p o r t i o n o f the 

work r e l e v a n t t o t h i s enquiry i s chapters 22-24. These appear t o 

have been added t o the book a f t e r the time o f Origen since he i s 

e v i d e n t l y dependent upon t h i s work f o r h i s i n f o r m a t i o n about the 

f i r s t marriage o f Joseph, but apparently i g n o r a n t o f the account o f 
16 

the death o f Zechariah which i s given i n chapter 2 2 f f . There i s 

no reason, however, t o suppose t h a t these chapters were added much 

l a t e r than the end o f the t h i r d century, and as such the s t o r y o f 

John the B a p t i s t preserved i n them i s a_ p r i o r i more l i k e l y t o be 

re l e v a n t t o the present study than the remarks o f Isho'dad o f Merv. 



I t i s Cullmann's cont e n t i o n t h a t these chapters are "a l a t e r 

a d d i t i o n t o the Protevangelium on the analogy o f the combination o f 
17 

the John and Jesus t r a d i t i o n s i n Luke". This may be so, but apart 

from the f i r s t two verses o f chapter 22 the account o f John's i n f a n c y 

i s completely independent o f the s t o r y o f Jesus; and despite the one 

or two echoes o f New Testament language, i t contains no d i s t i n c t i v e 

C h r i s t i a n c o l o u r i n g . I n the account E l i z a b e t h i s t r e a t e d as a 

heroine, Zechariah as "a martyr o f God", and the p o s s i b i l i t y r a i s e d 

t h a t John i s " t o be k i n g over I s r a e l " . Whatever the reason f o r the 

a d d i t i o n o f t h i s m a t e r i a l t o The Book o f James, i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o 

imagine the s t o r y o r i g i n a t i n g i n C h r i s t i a n c i r c l e s . Herod's question, 

" I s h i s son t o be k i n g over I s r a e l ? " , c l e a r l y i m p l i e s t h a t i n t h i s 

cycle o f legend preserved i n The Book o f James John i s presumed t o be 

the Messiah. The c o n f i d e n t suggestion i s t h a t the s t o r y must go 

back t o c i r c l e s whose views about John were d i f f e r e n t from the Chris-
18 

t i a n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f him as the forerunner o f Jesus the Messiah. 
I t i s Teicher's contention t h a t the locus c l a s s i c u s i n the d i s ­

p l a y o f evidence f o r the s u r v i v a l o f an independent B a p t i s t p a r t y i s 

19 

Acts 19. 1-7. He has n o t h i n g t o say about the Pseudo-Clementine 

l i t e r a t u r e , and t h i s i s s u r p r i s i n g since many scholars p o i n t t o i t 

as strong testimony f o r the s u r v i v a l o f an independent Johannite 

movement. By t h i s term Pseudo-Clementine l i t e r a t u r e i s meant the 

Clementine Recognitions and Homilies, both o f which were probably 
20 

composed i n the e a r l y years o f t h e f o u r t h c e ntury. There i s 

general agreement t h a t these two f i c t i t i o u s works go back t o a common 



source which was w r i t t e n i n the f i r s t h a l f o f the t h i r d century and 
21 

which i t s e l f represents a c o m p i l a t i o n o f e a r l i e r sources. 

I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t Robinson, whose o p p o s i t i o n t o the hypo­

t h e s i s o f a c o n t i n u i n g B a p t i s t group has already been noted, concedes 

t h a t there are two passages i n the Clementine Recognitions which con-
22 

s t i t u t e " d i r e c t evidence t h a t there was such a group". These are 

as f o l l o w s : 

Yea, some even o f the d i s c i p l e s o f John, who seemed t o be 

great ones, have separated themselves from the people, and 

proclaimed t h e i r own master as the C h r i s t . ( 1 . 54) 

One o f the d i s c i p l e s o f John asserted t h a t John was the 

C h r i s t , and not Jesus, inasmuch as Jesus h i m s e l f declared 

t h a t John was g r e a t e r than a l l men and a l l prophets. " I f 

then", s a i d he, "he be g r e a t e r than a l l the prophets, he 

must be held t o be greater than Moses, and than Jesus him­

s e l f . But i f he be the greatest o f a l l , then he must be 

23 

t h e C h r i s t . " To t h i s Simon the Canaanite answering, 

asserted t h a t John was indeed g r e a t e r than a l l the prophets, 

and a l l who are born o f women, ye t t h a t he i s not g r e a t e r 

than the Son o f Man. Accordingly Jesus i s a l s o the C h r i s t , 

whereas John i s only a prophet: and there i s as much d i f ­

ference between him and Jesus, as between the forerunner 

and Him whose forerunner he i s ; or as between Him who gives 
24 

the law, and him who keeps the law. ( 1 . 60) 
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Having c i t e d these verses, Robinson goes on t o emphasize the l a t e 

date and d o u b t f u l h i s t o r i c i t y o f the Pseudo-Clementine l i t e r a t u r e . 

This i n t u r n leads him t o conclude t h a t a t best these passages 
25 

"cannot provide evidence o f anything before the second ce n t u r y " . 

Dodd i s s i m i l a r l y s c e p t i c a l o f the importance o f these r e f e r e n c e s . 

R e j e c t i n g the hypothesis o f a c o n f l i c t between the e a r l y Church and 

a Johannite s e c t , he asserts t h a t " t o base a theory upon the evidence 

o f the l a t e and h e r e t i c a l Clementine romance i s t o b u i l d a house upon 

sand" 

Against Dodd and Robinson i t may be argued t h a t the l a t e date, 

d o u b t f u l h i s t o r i c i t y , and h e r e t i c a l nature o f the Clementine Recog­

n i t i o n s , do not a u t o m a t i c a l l y i n v a l i d a t e what i t has t o say about 

the d i s c i p l e s o f John. On the question o f when the work was w r i t t e n , 

even i f we accept a date a t the beginning o f the f o u r t h c entury, t h i s 

would not n e c e s s a r i l y mean t h a t the references have no relevance t o 

New Testament times. I t may be s a i d t h a t i n the face o f t h i s v i v i d 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f f i r s t century h e r e t i c a l Johannites, one must e i t h e r 

deduce t h a t t h e i r mention i n the t h i r d o r f o u r t h century r e f l e c t s a 

concern w i t h a s i m i l a r contemporary, or near contemporary phenomena, 

which was i n some way connected w i t h t h i s f i r s t century movement or 

else be faced w i t h the problem why anyone should have invented a 

f i c t i t i o u s account o f a f i r s t century h e r e t i c a l movement some 150 

years o r more a f t e r the death o f John. As f o r Dodd's emphasis 

upon the h e r e t i c a l nature o f the Pseudo-Clementine l i t e r a t u r e , t h i s 

has l i t t l e or no bearing on the h i s t o r i c a l value o f the references 



there t o the d i s c i p l e s o f John, and i s i n s u f f i c i e n t reason f o r 
27 

r e j e c t i n g i t s testimony about them. Furthermore, the d o u b t f u l 

h i s t o r i c i t y o f the contexts i n which are found these references t o 

the d i s c i p l e s o f John does not c o n s t i t u t e grounds f o r dismissing as 

t r i v i a l the references themselves. Robinson i s q u i t e c o r r e c t i n 

being s c e p t i c a l about the a s s e r t i o n i n Recognitions 1 . 53 t h a t John 
28 

baptized the Scribes and the Pharisees, although i t remains d i f ­

f i c u l t t o see why anyone should w r i t e t h a t some o f John's d i s c i p l e s 

had "proclaimed t h e i r own master as the C h r i s t " unless t h i s had 

a c t u a l l y happened a t some time o r another. I t may be suggested 

t h a t the reference t o John b a p t i z i n g Scribes and Pharisees makes 

sense o n l y as p a r t o f a plan t o d i s c r e d i t John, and t h a t t h i s 

reference i s associated w i t h the mention o f h i s h e r e t i c a l d i s c i p l e s 

i n order t o imply t h a t master and f o l l o w e r s were t a r r e d w i t h the 

same unorthodox brush. 

This l a s t suggestion may be l i n k e d w i t h the p r o p o s i t i o n put 

forward by Goguel i n order t o e x p l a i n these references t o the d i s ­

c i p l e s o f John i n the Recognitions. He pays p a r t i c u l a r a t t e n t i o n 

t o the f a c t t h a t the second o f these references i s set against the 

background o f a p u b l i c debate between the apostles and a d i s c i p l e o f 

John on the Temple steps a t the Easter f e s t i v a l , j u s t seven years 

a f t e r the death o f Jesus. This Goguel f i n d s q u i t e i n c r e d i b l e , and 

he goes on t o suggest t h a t the w r i t e r o f the Recognitions must have 

put forward t h i s account i n answer t o claims being made by contemp­

or a r y groups " q u i peuvent n ' a v o i r eu aucune r e l a t i o n d i r e c t e ou 



i n d i r e c t e avec un groupe b a p t i s t e " . Faced w i t h a s i t u a t i o n where 

one aspect o f the o p p o s i t i o n t o the C h r i s t i a n Church took the form 

o f a s s e r t i n g t h a t John's d i s c i p l e s had not accepted Jesus as the f u l ­

f i l m e n t o f th e B a p t i s t ' s e x p e c t a t i o n s , t h e w r i t e r t o l d o f the way i n 

which these claims were e f f e c t i v e l y met by the ap o s t l e s . I f t h i s 

i s the c o r r e c t explanation o f th e account i n question, i t i s p a r t i c ­

u l a r l y i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t the w r i t e r f e l t f r e e t o compose an account o f 

a d i s p u t a t i o n between Johannites and a p o s t l e s , but not f r e e t o ignore 

o r question the a s s e r t i o n t h a t the d i s c i p l e s o f John had been making 

these outrageous claims about t h e i r master f o r a t l e a s t a few years 

a f t e r h i s death. This suggests not on l y t h a t the t r a d i t i o n o f the 

h e r e t i c a l views h e l d by e a r l y Johannites was so w e l l e s t a b l i s h e d as 

t o make a d e n i a l p o i n t l e s s b ut a l s o t h a t t h i s t r a d i t i o n was c i r c u ­

l a t i n g amongst groups which were not Johannite i n o r i g i n o r theology. 

I t would be p r e c i s e l y because the t r a d i t i o n o f the unorthodox views 

o f some o f John's d i s c i p l e s was c u r r e n t i n non-Johannite c i r c l e s 

t h a t the w r i t e r o f the Recognitions could have suggested, w i t h o u t 

f e a r o f c o n t r a d i c t i o n , t h a t these views need not be taken s e r i o u s l y 

because o f the way i n which they had been e f f e c t i v e l y r e b u t t e d by 

the a p o s t l e s . This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n does not i n i t s e l f c o n s t i t u t e 
30 

evidence f o r t h e prolonged s u r v i v a l o f a Johannite movement, 

although i t may be taken as a st r o n g i n d i c a t i o n t h a t John's d i s c i p l e s 

were f o r some years c r i t i c s o f the growing C h r i s t i a n Church. 

Further evidence t h a t some o f John's d i s c i p l e s s u r v i v e d as an 

independent body a f t e r t h e i r master's death i s provided by what the 



Clementine Homilies has t o say about John and h i s f o l l o w e r s . Par­

t i c u l a r a t t e n t i o n must be p a i d t o Homilies 2. 23, 24 where we f i n d 

John l i n k e d w i t h the h e r e t i c Simon. The passage reads: 

There was one John, a hemerobaptist, who was a l s o , according 

to the method o f combination, the forerunner o f our Lord 

Jesus; and as the Lord had twelve a p o s t l e s , bearing the 

number o f the twelve months o f the sun, so also he (John) 

had t h i r t y c h i e f men, f u l f i l l i n g the monthly reckoning o f 

the moon ... Of these t h i r t y , the f i r s t and the most esteemed 

by John was Simon; and the reason o f h i s not being c h i e f 

a f t e r the death o f John was as f o l l o w s : He being absent i n 

Egypt f o r the p r a c t i c e o f magic, and John being k i l l e d , 

Dositheus d e s i r i n g the l e a d e r s h i p , f a l s e l y gave out t h a t 
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Simon was dead, and succeeded t o the seat. 

The suggestions t h a t John was a hemerobaptist, a d a i l y b a p t i z e r , 

and t h a t he was the r e a l o r i g i n a t o r o f the dreaded gno s t i c heresy, 

are g e n e r a l l y judged t o r e s t on the whim o f the n o v e l i s t and t o be 
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w i t h o u t adequate h i s t o r i c a l f o u n dation. This i s not wi t h o u t s i g ­

n i f i c a n c e however, f o r i f these a s s e r t i o n s are u n h i s t o r i c a l one can 

onl y assume t h a t they were made as p a r t o f a h o s t i l e campaign against 

those c l a i m i n g John's precedence over Jesus. The l i n k w i t h Simon 

and Dositheus, w i t h the i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t John i s t o be understood 

as e v i l and the o r i g i n a t o r o f a l l l a t e r heresy, i s h a r d l y c r e d i b l e 

unless taken as an expression o f b i t t e r h a t r e d towards the B a p t i s t . 

The suggestion t h a t John was a hemerobaptist was a l s o probably meant 



as an i n s u l t . The i m p l i c a t i o n must be t h a t such an adverse a t t i ­

tude towards t h e B a p t i s t was d i r e c t e d against a contemporary group 

which claimed t h a t he was su p e r i o r t o Jesus. 

This h o s t i l e treatment o f John i s continued elsewhere i n t h e 

Homilies, and i n one o f i t s e a r l i e s t sources, t h e "Kerygmata Petrou". 

Cullmann has emphasized i n several places how i n t h i s source the 

theo r y o f " p a i r s " (6u[uyCeLl ) i s brought t o bear a g a i n s t the B a p t i s t 
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se c t . This theory o f p a i r s has as i t s basis the idea t h a t God has 

set f o r t h "small t h i n g s f i r s t , and great ones a f t e r w a r d s " (Horn. 2. 5 ) ; 

and i n the Homilies the examples o f Cain before Abel, Ishmael before 

Isaac, and Esau before Jacob, are amongst those c i t e d i n order t o 

show t h a t o f such p a i r s o f human beings the f i r s t o f the p a i r i s the 

re p r e s e n t a t i v e o f f a l s e prophecy. John the B a p t i s t i s then presen­

t e d i n a poor l i g h t by being placed before Jesus t o form a comple­

mentary p a i r i n t h i s same s e r i e s . According t o Cullmann, t h i s 

p r e s e n t a t i o n must be d i c t a t e d by the f a c t t h a t some o f John's f o l ­

lowers were c l a i m i n g excellence f o r him on t h e grounds t h a t he 

preceded Jesus. This p o i n t , argues Cullmann, i s taken up by the 

w r i t e r but turned i n such a way as t o combat excessive claims which 

had been made f o r John as the basis o f h i s c h r o n o l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n ­

ship t o Jesus. "Les d i s c i p l e s de Jean declarent l e u r m a ltre 

a n t e r i e u r a Jesus, c'est exact. Mais pour c e t t e r a i s o n , p r e c i s e -
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ment, i l est l e faux p r o p h e t e l " 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o r e s i s t the impression t h a t t h i s argument i s 

d i r e c t e d against those i n the w r i t e r ' s time who were making exagger­

ated claims f o r John the B a p t i s t . Although Cullmann and Scobie may 
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be m i s t a k e n i n c l a i m i n g t h a t t h i s t h e o r y o f p a i r s i s p r i m a r i l y d i r -
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e c t e d a g a i n s t t h e B a p t i s t and h i s s u p p o r t e r s , t h e p l a c i n g o f John 

a l o n g s i d e Jesus i n a s e r i e s o f c o m p l e m e n t a r y p a i r s , where t h e f i r s t 

i s t h e l a s t i n m e r i t , i s p r o p e r l y h e l d t o r e f l e c t p o l e m i c a g a i n s t , 

a n d t o i n d i c a t e t h e e x i s t e n c e o f , t h o s e who h e l d v i e w s o f John i n c o n ­

s i s t e n t w i t h t h e c l a i m t h a t he was t h e c o n s c i o u s p r e c u r s o r and w i t n e s s 

o f J e s u s . I n d e e d , i f C u l l m a n n and S c o b i e a r e c o r r e c t i n t h e i r common 

c l a i m t h a t t h e w h o l e p u r p o s e o f t h i s e l a b o r a t e s e r i e s o f p a i r s i s t o 

p l a c e John i n h i s p r o p e r C h r i s t i a n p l a c e , and t o a t t a c k t h o s e who 

u r g e d o t h e r w i s e , t h e a u t h o r o f t h i s s e r i e s must have j u d g e d t h e s e 

e x c e s s i v e c l a i m s made on J o h n ' s b e h a l f t o c o n s t i t u t e t h e u t m o s t 

dange r t o t h e C h r i s t i a n c a u s e . 

I t may t h e r e f o r e be f a i r l y c o n c l u d e d t h a t t h e P s e u d o - C l e m e n t i n e 

l i t e r a t u r e i s i n d i c a t i v e o f t h e s u r v i v a l o f v i e w s w h i c h e x a l t e d 

John o v e r a g a i n s t J e s u s . I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o be p r e c i s e w i t h t h e 

d a t i n g o f t h i s phenomenon. We have as a t e r m i n u s a d quern t h e e a r l y 

y e a r s o f t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y , a l t h o u g h t h e p o l e m i c a g a i n s t e x t r e m e 

o p i n i o n s o f John i n t h e "Kerygma ta P e t r o u " t a k e s us back a t l e a s t t o 

t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e t h i r d c e n t u r y . Thomas c o n f i d e n t l y speaks o f 

t h e m a t e r i a l d e a l i n g w i t h John t h e B a p t i s t d a t i n g f r o m t h e second 
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c e n t u r y , and R o b i n s o n s i m i l a r l y concedes t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e 
P s e u d o - C l e m e n t i n e l i t e r a t u r e may have some r e l e v a n c e t o t h e s i t u a t i o n 
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o f t h e second c e n t u r y . The c o n c l u s i o n i s n o t l i k e l y t o be f a r 

wrong v /h i ch c l a i m s t h a t t h e P s e u d o - C l e m e n t i n e l i t e r a t u r e t e s t i f i e s 

e i t h e r t o t h e s u r v i v a l o f an u n o r t h o d o x J o h a n n i t e movement i n S y r i a 



d u r i n g t h e second o r t h i r d c e n t u r i e s A . D . o r e l s e t o t h e e x i s t e n c e 

a t t h a t t i m e o f a n o n - C h r i s t i a n g r o u p , w h i c h knew t h a t an i n d e p e n d ­

e n t J o h a n n i t e s e c t h a d once e x i s t e d , a n d w h i c h e x p l o i t e d t h i s k n o w ­

l e d g e i n t h e i n t e r e s t s o f i t s h a t r e d o f Jesus a n d t h e C h r i s t i a n 

C h u r c h . 

M e n t i o n must be made a t t h i s s t a g e o f t h e s e v e n t h o r e i g h t h 

c e n t u r y Mandaean l i t e r a t u r e , where John t h e B a p t i s t o c c u p i e s a 

p r o m i n e n t a n d h o n o u r e d p l a c e . A t one t i m e i t was commonly s u p ­

posed t h a t t h e Handaeans t h e m s e l v e s were de scendan t s o f a John t h e 
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B a p t i s t s e c t , b i i t t o d a y t h e consensus o f o p i n i o n i s t h a t t h e r e f ­

e r ences t o John i n t h e Mandaean l i t e r a t u r e do n o t c o n s t i t u t e e v i d e n c e 

f o r any d i r e c t h i s t o r i c a l c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n h i s d i s c i p l e s a n d t h e 

Mandaeai is . The a c c o u n t w h i c h i s g i v e n o f J o h n ' s m a r r i a g e a n d p a t ­

e r n i t y o f e i g h t c h i l d r e n t e l l s s t r o n g l y a g a i n s t t h e c l a i m t h a t t h e 

p e c u l i a r Mandaean r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e B a p t i s t s t em f r o m c i r c l e s w h i c h 

c o u l d c l a i m d e s c e n t f r o m a f i r s t c e n t u r y J o h a n n i t e movement . I n 

f a c t , Dodd b o l d l y d e c l a r e s t h a t " t h e r e i s no s i n g l e f a c t r e c o r d e d i n 

t h e Mandaean w r i t i n g s w h i c h can be supposed t o make any c o n t r i b u t i o n 
HQ 

t o o u r k n o w l e d g e o f t h e ' J o h n o f h i s t o r y " 1 . What c r e d i b l e i n f o r ­

m a t i o n t h e r e i s i n t h e Mandaean l i t e r a t u r e a b o u t t h e B a p t i s t i s 
4 1 

e x p l i c a b l e as b o r r o w i n g f r o m t h e New T e s t a m e n t . Thomas emphas izes 

t h a t John has no r o l e t o p l a y i n t h e Mandaean l i t u r g i e s , a n d he 

a r g u e s t h a t i f t h e Mandaeans were d e s c e n d a n t s o f a John t h e B a p t i s t 

s e c t t h e n some m e n t i o n w o u l d a t l e a s t have been made o f " l e g r a n d 

b a p t i s e u r " i n t h e b a p t i s m a l p r a y e r s . T h i s h a r d l y s u g g e s t s t h a t 



6 1 

John was r e g a r d e d as o t h e r t h a n a s e c o n d a r y f i g u r e i n t h e Mandaean 

s y s t e m : i n f a c t nowhere i n t h e Mandaean l i t e r a t u r e i s he s a i d t o be 
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e i t h e r t h e M e s s i a h o r t h e f o u n d e r o f t h e s e c t . He a c t s i n s t e a d 

as t h e messenger o f E n o s h - U t h r a , and i s n o t i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h i s 

f i g u r e . C o n s e q u e n t l y , no w e i g h t can be a t t a c h e d t o S t a u f f e r ' s 

c l a i m t h a t t h e o r a c l e o f t h e E p i p h a n y o f E n o s h - U t h r a f o u n d i n t h e 

Ginza r e f l e c t s a p r i m i t i v e J o h a n n i t e b e l i e f i n t h e r e t u r n o f John 
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t h e B a p t i s t as E n o s h - U t h r a b e f o r e t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f J e r u s a l e m . 

As a f i n a l i n d i c a t i o n t h a t t h e r e f e r e n c e s t o John do n o t b e l o n g t o 

t h e e a r l i e s t s t r a t a o f t h e Mandaean l i t e r a t u r e t h e r e i s t h e f a c t 

t h a t J o h n ' s name o f t e n a p p e a r s i n A r a b i c ( J a h j a ) . T h i s s u g g e s t s 

t h a t John was i n t r o d u c e d i n t o t h e Mandaean s y s t e m d u r i n g t h e I s l a m i c 

p e r i o d when f r e e d o m f r o m r e l i g i o u s p e r s e c u t i o n was g r a n t e d b y t h e 

Moslems o n l y t o t h o s e s e c t s w h i c h c o u l d l a y c l a i m t o a p r o p h e t a n d a 

s a c r e d b o o k . The Mandaean Book o f John i n c l u d e s t h e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

e n q u i r y o f t h e Moslem p e r s e c u t o r s . "Wer i s t d e i n P r o p h e t ? Sage 

u n s , wer d e i n P r o p h e t i s t , sage u n s , was d e i n e ( h e i l i g e ) S e h r i f t i s t , 
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sage u n s , wen d u a n b e t e s t . . " I n v i e w o f a l l t h e s e f a c t o r s , t h e 
case f o r r e g a r d i n g t h e Mandaeans a n d t h e i r l i t e r a t u r e as e v i d e n c e 
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f o r a f i r s t c e n t u r y J o h a n n i t e movement i s an e x t r e m e l y weak o n e . 

The re r e m a i n s , h o w e v e r , one p o s s i b i l i t y w h i c h must be m e n t i o n e d . 

The p l a c e o f h o n o u r w h i c h John o c c u p i e s i n t h i s Mandaean l i t e r a t u r e 

i s a d e q u a t e l y e x p l a i n e d b y Moslem p r e s s u r e s . The h o s t i l i t y t o Jesus 

C h r i s t w h i c h i s a l s o f o u n d t h e r e w o u l d seem t o d a t e f r o m t h e t i m e o f 

t h e Sasanian Empire when t h e C h r i s t i a n C h u r c h p e r s e c u t e d t h e Mandaeans . 



But t h e r e a r e o c c a s i o n s when we f i n d i n t h e Mandaean l i t e r a t u r e a 

r e v e r e n c e f o r John combined w i t h o p p o s i t i o n t o Jesus C h r i s t . F o r 

e x a m p l e , we r e a d i n G i n z a I I , 1 , 1 5 1 f . t h e f o l l o w i n g : 

W h i l e Yohana l i v e s i n J e r u s a l e m , g a i n i n g sway o v e r J o r d a n 

and b a p t i z i n g , Jesus C h r i s t s h a l l come t o h i m , s h a l l humble 

h i m s e l f , s h a l l r e c e i v e t h e b a p t i s m o f Y6hana a n d s h a l l 

become w i s e w i t h t h e wisdom o f Yohana , p e r v e r t t h e b a p t i s m 

o f J o r d a n , d i s t o r t t h e words o f t r u t h , and p r e a c h f r a u d 
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a n d m a l i c e t h r o u g h o u t a l l t h e w o r l d . 

T h i s c o m b i n a t i o n o f r e v e r e n c e f o r John w i t h t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f 

Jesus as a renegade f r o m J o h n ' s b a p t i s m may r e p r e s e n t o n l y a s i m p l e 

r e d a c t i o n o f t h e t w o h i s t o r i c a l f a c t o r s m e n t i o n e d a b o v e , and i n any 

e v e n t w o u l d n o t c o n s t i t u t e e v i d e n c e o f a d i r e c t l i n k be tween t h e 

Mandaeans and t h e f i r s t c e n t u r y f o l l o w e r s o f J o h n . But i t i s j u s t 

p o s s i b l e t h a t i n s e t t i n g up John as one o f i t s k e y f i g u r e s a n d as a 

s u c c e s s f u l r i v a l t o J e s u s , t h e Mandaeans made use o f c e r t a i n t r a d ­

i t i o n s a n d a rgumen t s s temming o r i g i n a l l y f r o m J o h a n n i t e g r o u p s w h i c h 
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h a d c l a i m e d t h e B a p t i s t as t h e i r h e a d . I n t h i s l i m i t e d r e s p e c t 

o n l y can i t be c l a i m e d t h a t t h e s e v e n t h c e n t u r y Mandaean l i t e r a t u r e 

t e s t i f i e s t o t h e e x i s t e n c e o f an i n d e p e n d e n t and u n o r t h o d o x J o h a n ­

n i t e movement d u r i n g t h e f i r s t C h r i s t i a n c e n t u r y . 

However , even w i t h o u t t h e p o s s i b l e t e s t i m o n y o f t h e Mandaean 

l i t e r a t u r e t o t h e c o n t i n u e d e x i s t e n c e o f a J o h a n n i t e movement, t h e 

o t h e r e x t r a - B i b l i c a l s o u r c e s c o n s i d e r e d p r e v i o u s l y go some way 

t o w a r d s e s t a b l i s h i n g t h e c l a i m t h a t some o f J o h n ' s d i s c i p l e s must 



have f l o u r i s h e d i n d e p e n d e n t l y o f t h e e a r l y C h r i s t i a n c o m m u n i t i e s . 

They c e r t a i n l y i n d i c a t e t h a t h e r e t i c a l v i e w s o f J o h n ' s m i s s i o n were 

c i r c u l a t i n g l o n g a f t e r h i s o r i g i n a l f o l l o w e r s had pa s sed away , and 

i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o e x p l a i n why t h e B a p t i s t s h o u l d have been t h o u g h t 

o f i n t h i s way u n l e s s a l e a d had been g i v e n b y h i s d i s c i p l e s a f t e r 

h i s d e a t h . 



CHAPTER FOUR 

JOHN'S MESSAGE AND MISSION 

A t t h i s p o i n t c a r e f u l c o n s i d e r a t i o n must be g i v e n t o t h e mes­

sage and m i s s i o n o f J o h n , f o r t h e s e have o f t e n been seen as l y i n g 

a t t h e h e a r t o f t h e p r o b l e m w h e t h e r o r n o t h i s d i s c i p l e s were a c t i v e . 

as an i n d e p e n d e n t g roup a f t e r h i s d e a t h . T h e r e i s f o r c e i n t h i s 

i n s i g h t , a l t h o u g h i t w o u l d be w r o n g t o c o n c l u d e t h a t i f J o h n ' s 

m i s s i o n was t h a t o f p r e p a r i n g t h e way f o r t h e M e s s i a h J e s u s , t h i s 

must i n v a l i d a t e t h e e v i d e n c e p r e v i o u s l y b r o u g h t f o r w a r d f o r t h e 

e x i s t e n c e o f an i n d e p e n d e n t J o h a n n i t e movement a l o n g s i d e t h e e a r l y 

C h r i s t i a n c o m m u n i t i e s . I t i s e n t i r e l y p o s s i b l e t h a t a number o f 

J o h n ' s d i s c i p l e s may have a r r i v e d a t a c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e i r m a s t e r ' s 

m i s s i o n d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h a t h e l d b y t h e B a p t i s t h i m s e l f . V i e l h a u e r , 

f o r e x a m p l e , a c c e p t s b o t h t h a t John u n d e r s t o o d h i s own m i s s i o n as 

t h a t o f p r e p a r i n g t h e way f o r a s u p e r n a t u r a l M e s s i a h and t h a t i n t h e 

Lukan i n f a n c y n a r r a t i v e s John h i m s e l f i s seen t o be a M e s s i a n i c f i g ­

u r e . For V i e l h a u e r , t h e s e t w o c o n s i d e r a t i o n s a r e n o t i n c o m p a t i b l e . 

The a p p a r e n t c o n t r a d i c t i o n be tween them s i m p l y shows?, "dass d i e 

T a u f e r g e m e i n d e e i n e ande re M e s s i a n o l o g i e v e r t r i t t a l s d e r T a u f e r ; 

a l s d e r von Johannes g e w e i s s a g t e ' M e s s i a s ' n i c h t e r s c h i e n , mach ten 

s e i n e J i i n g e r i h r e n M e i s t e r s e l b s t zum M e s s i a s , a b e r m i t R i i c k s i c h t 

a u f d i e h i s t o r i s c h e W i r k l i c h k e i t n i c h t zum W e l t r i c h t e r , s o n d e r n zum 

W e l t h e i l a n d " . ^ " C u l l m a n n ' s p o s i t i o n i s e s s e n t i a l l y t h e same as t h a t 

o f V i e l h a u e r . A l t h o u g h he makes n o a t t e m p t t o e x p l a i n how t h e 



d i f f e r e n c e a r o s e , he i s c o n v i n c e d t h a t whereas i n Luke 1 . 17 a n d 1 . 

76 John t h e B a p t i s t i s seen b y h i s f o l l o w e r s "as t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 

P r o p h e t i n t h e sense o f t h e f o r e r u n n e r o f God h i m s e l f . . . i t may be 

s a i d a t l e a s t t h a t t h e B a p t i s t d i d n o t t h i n k o f h i m s e l f a s t h e 

2 

P r o p h e t o f t h e end t i m e i n t h e sense o f t h e f o r e r u n n e r o f G o d " . 

I f V e i l h a u e r a n d Cu l lmann a r e c o r r e c t , a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n i s c l e a r l y 

p o s s i b l e b e t w e e n t h e e v i d e n c e f o r an i n d e p e n d e n t J o h a n n i t e movement 

and w h a t Pa rsons d e s c r i b e s as " t h e t r a d i t i o n a l a n d c o n v e n t i o n a l v i e w 
3 

t h a t John was t h e c o n s c i o u s f o r e r u n n e r o f J e s u s " . 

However , such a p o s i t i o n can be a c c e p t e d o n l y when b o t h s i d e s 

o f t h e c o i n have been c l o s e l y e x a m i n e d . The q u e s t i o n m u s t be a s k e d 

f i r s t i f Cu l lmann and V i e l h a u e r have t o o e a s i l y a c c e p t e d t h e i d e a 

t h a t J o h n ' s m i s s i o n was t h a t o f h e r a l d i n g t h e i m m i n e n t a r r i v a l o f 

t h e M e s s i a h , a n d i f , as a consequence , t h e y have d i s m i s s e d t o o 

r e a d i l y t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t John d i d see h i m s e l f as f u l f i l l i n g t h e 

r o l e o f t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t i n t h e sense o f b e i n g t h e f o r e ­

r u n n e r o f Yahweh. S ince t h i s was t h e c o n c e p t i o n h e l d b y some o f 

t h e f o l l o w e r s o f John t h e B a p t i s t a f t e r h i s d e a t h , some measure o f 

c o n t i n u i t y w i t h t h e v i e w s o f t h e B a p t i s t h i m s e l f w o u l d n a t u r a l l y be 

e x p e c t e d ; a n d i f S c o b i e ' s p r o c e d u r e i s a d o p t e d o f a s k i n g " w h a t 

John was a n d d i d a n d s a i d , n o t i n r e l a t i o n t o someone e l s e , b u t 

s i m p l y i n h i m s e l f " , t h e case f o r b e l i e v i n g t h a t John saw h i m s e l f 

as t h e p r e c u r s o r o f God, r a t h e r t h a n o f t h e M e s s i a h , i s c o n s i d e r a b l y 

s t r e n g t h e n e d . 

P r o b a b l y t h e b e s t way t o d i s c o v e r t h e scope o f J o h n ' s m i s s i o n 



i s t o c o n c e n t r a t e on t h e p o r t r a i t o f h i m f o u n d i n Q, t h a t o r a l o r 

w r i t t e n s o u r c e common t o Mat thew a n d Luke w h i c h i s g e n e r a l l y r e c k -
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o n e d t o b e t h e e a r l i e s t a n d m o s t r e l i a b l e o f t h e g o s p e l s o u r c e s . 

I n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t John f r o m t h i s s o u r c e i s t o be f o u n d i n t h e f o l ­

l o w i n g pas sages : M a t t . 3 . 9 - 1 0 ; Luke 3 . 7 - 9 ; M a t t . 3 . 1 1 - 1 2 ; 

Luke 3 . 1 6 - 1 7 ; M a t t . 1 1 . 2 - 6 ; Luke 7 . 1 8 - 2 3 ; M a t t . 1 1 . 7 - 1 1 ; 

Luke 7 . 2 4 - 2 8 ; M a t t . 1 1 . 1 6 - 1 9 ; Luke 7 . 3 1 - 3 5 ; M a t t . 1 1 . 1 2 ; 

Luke 1 6 . 1 6 . These r e f e r e n c e s a r e i m p o r t a n t , f o r a l t h o u g h t h e y 

a r e n o t a l w a y s f r e e f r o m e d i t o r i a l t o u c h e s t h e p i c t u r e t h e y g i v e o f 

John t h e B a p t i s t i s o f t e n f a r r emoved f r o m t h e t r a d i t i o n a l c o n c e p ­

t i o n o f h i m as t h e c o n s c i o u s p r e c u r s o r o f J e s u s . 

I t seems c e r t a i n t h a t J o h n ' s message was c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e 

imminence o f t h e e n d o f d a y s . M a t t . 3 . 10-12 r e a d s : 

Even now t h e axe i s l a i d t o t h e r o o t o f t h e t r e e s ; e v e r y 

t r e e t h e r e f o r e t h a t does n o t b e a r good f r u i t i s c u t down 

a n d t h r o w n i n t o t h e f i r e . I b a p t i z e y o u w i t h w a t e r f o r 

r e p e n t a n c e , b u t he who i s c o m i n g a f t e r me i s m i g h t i e r t h a n 

I , whose s a n d a l s I am n o t w o r t h y t o c a r r y ; he w i l l b a p t i z e 

y o u w i t h 1he H o l y S p i r i t a n d w i t h f i r e . H i s w i n n o w i n g 

f o r k i s i n h i s h a n d , a n d he w i l l c l e a r h i s t h r e s h i n g f l o o r 

and g a t h e r h i s whea t i n t o t h e g r a n a r y , b u t t h e c h a f f he 

w i l l b u r n w i t h unquenchab le f i r e . 

A c l e a r e r d e f i n i t i o n o f J o h n ' s message demands an a p p r a i s a l o f 

t h e s a y i n g c o n c e r n i n g t h e Coming One (O kpy6jX€^/OS^ a b o u t t o b a p t i z e 

w i t h " t h e H o l y S p i r i t and w i t h f i r e " (CV WCUfXin JLyuJ fUL KUpC ) . 



There can be no doub t t h a t t h i s r e f e r e n c e t o t h e Coming One was 

p r e s e n t e d i n t h e New T e s t a m e n t , a l w a y s i n s l i g h t l y d i f f e r i n g f o r m 

(Mark 1 . 7 ; M a t t . 3 . 1 1 ; Luke 3 . 1 6 ; John 1 . 1 5 , 2 7 , 3 0 ; A c t s 

1 3 . 2 5 ) , because i t was b e l i e v e d t o a p p l y t o J e s u s . F u r t h e r , i t 

has been c l a i m e d t h a t t h i s was t h e o r i g i n a l i n t e n t i o n o f t h e r e f ­

e r ence s i n c e t h e w o r d s , "he who comes a f t e r me" , a r e h e l d t o r e f l e c t 

a r e g u l a r New Tes tamen t use o f 6xi0U) £.p^6CT&U f o r b e i n g a d i s c i p l e 

( e . g . Mark 8 . 3 4 ; Luke 1 4 . 2 7 ) . ^ On t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , John i s 

a d m i t t i n g t h a t one o f h i s own d i s c i p l e s i s m i g h t i e r t h a n h e . 

A g a i n s t t h i s i t must be p o i n t e d o u t t h a t a l t h o u g h t h e w o r d OTCtOZJ 

can be used t o convey t h e mean ing o f d i s c i p l e s h i p r a t h e r t h a n t i m e , 
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i t i s t h e t e m p o r a l meaning w h i c h c o n f o r m s t o t h e n o r m a l u s a g e . 

More d e c i s i v e l y , t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n q u e s t i o n i s p l a u s i b l e o n l y 

i f t h e ph ra se i s t a k e n f r o m i t s c o n t e x t . I n Q, as i n Mark 1 . 7 f . , 

i t i s c l e a r t h a t t h e r e i s a t e m p o r a l r e f e r e n c e t o t h i s Coming One 

as b e i n g e x p e c t e d i n t h e f u t u r e . The v i e w t h a t i n s p e a k i n g a b o u t 

t h e one c o m i n g a f t e r h i m , John was r e f e r r i n g s i m p l y t o one o f h i s 

own d i s c i p l e s , mus t t h e r e f o r e be r e j e c t e d . 

One i n t e r e s t i n g e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h i s p r o p h e c y o f John a b o u t t h e 

Coming One i s t h a t w h i c h i d e n t i f i e s t h e f i g u r e w i t h E l i j a h . T h i s 
g 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n was s t r o n g l y u r g e d b y A . S c h w e i t z e r , a n d i n more 

r e c e n t t i m e s i t has been r e v i v e d b y R o b i n s o n . ^ The g r e a t d e f e c t 

o f S c h w e i t z e r ' s h y p o t h e s i s i s t h a t John i s t h e n i d e n t i f i e d as t h e 

f o r e r u n n e r o f t h e f o r e r u n n e r o f t h e M e s s i a h . R o b i n s o n , h o w e v e r , 

c u t s a c r o s s t h i s l i n e o f c r i t i c i s m b y q u e s t i o n i n g t h e common v i e w 



t h a t i n p r e - C h r i s t i a n t i m e s E l i j a h was b e l i e v e d t o be t h e f o r e r u n n e r 

o f t h e M e s s i a h A t t h i s p o i n t R o b i n s o n ' s a rgumen t i s i m p r e s s i v e , 

b u t t h e g r e a t weakness o f h i s g e n e r a l c l a i m i s h i s f a i l u r e t o e x p l a i n 

c o n v i n c i n g l y how E l i j a h , who i n t h e O l d Tes t amen t i s r e p r e s e n t e d as 

coming b e f o r e t h e Judgement t o b r i n g t h e p e o p l e t o r e p e n t a n c e , c o u l d 

be t h o u g h t o f b y John as a c t u a l l y c a r r y i n g o u t t h e w o r k o f j u d g e m e n t , 
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a n d b a p t i z i n g w i t h h o l y s p i r i t as w e l l as f i r e . 

The most w i d e l y a c c e p t e d v i e w i s t h a t t h i s Coming One o f whom 

John spoke was a M e s s i a h o f some s o r t , a l t h o u g h c o n s i d e r a b l e d i f ­

f i c u l t i e s a r i s e w i t h any a t t e m p t a t more p r e c i s e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n . 

A c c o r d i n g t o T . W. Manson, " t h e r e i s no i n d i c a t i o n t h a t John t h i n k s 

o f t h e M e s s i a h as a s u p e r n a t u r a l b e i n g " , a n d he u r g e s an i d e n t i f i ­

c a t i o n o f t h i s Coming One as a "human M e s s i a h endowed w i t h s u p e r -
13 

n a t u r a l power a n d a u t h o r i t y " . The g r e a t a t t r a c t i o n o f t h i s 

j udgemen t i s n o t o n l y t h e v e r a c i t y w h i c h i t g i v e s t o J o h n ' s q u e s t i o n 

f r o m p r i s o n , b u t a l s o t h e way i n w h i c h i t mee ts t h e demand t h a t t h e 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h i s Coming One as w e a r i n g s a n d a l s mus t i n d i c a t e t h a t 
14 

John " t h o u g h t o f h i m , t o some e x t e n t a t l e a s t , as a m a n " . A 

r e f e r e n c e i n t h e Psalms o f Solomon 17 t o a k i n g who w i l l " p u r g e 

J e r u s a l e m " and " g a t h e r t o g e t h e r a h o l y p e o p l e " i s h e l d t o s u p p o r t 

t h i s c l a i m t h a t t h e Coming One o f J o h n ' s e x p e c t a t i o n was an e a r t h l y 

f i g u r e . 

F o r God w i l l make h i m m i g h t y b y means o f H i s h o l y s p i r i t . . . 

And t h e b l e s s i n g o f t h e L o r d w i l l be w i t h h i m ; he w i l l be 

s t r o n g a n d s t u m b l e n o t , h i s hope w i l l be i n t h e L o r d : who 



t h e n can p r e v a i l a g a i n s t h im? ( P s . o f S o l . 1 7 . 4 2 - 4 4 ) 

T h i s s u g g e s t e d i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f J o h n ' s Coming One w i t h t h e 

n a t i o n a l Mess i ah i s n o t c o n v i n c i n g . I t must be n o t e d t h a t t h e 

p i c t u r e i n t h e Psalms o f Solomon 17 i s o f t h e Mess i ah b e i n g g i v e n 

God ' s h o l y s p i r i t , a n d n o t t h a t o f t h e Mess i ah as t h e a g e n t o f t h e 

h o l y s p i r i t . A n o t h e r f a c t o r i s t h a t t h e e x p e c t e d work o f an e a r t h l y 

Mess i ah was t o i n v o l v e t h e o v e r t h r o w i n g o f t h e Romans and t h e p u r g i n g 
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o f J e r u s a l e m , two f e a t u r e s a b s e n t f r o m J o h n ' s p r o p h e c i e s . M o r e ­

o v e r , t h e i m a g e r y i n w h i c h J o h n ' s message i s couched s t r o n g l y i n d i -
17 

c a t e s t h e e x p e c t a t i o n o f a s u p e r n a t u r a l f i g u r e . 

J u s t i c e i s done t o t h e a p o c a l y p t i c c o l o u r o f t h e Q p r o p h e c y 

unde r d i s c u s s i o n b y t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n w h i c h a s s o c i a t e s t h e Coming 

One a n t i c i p a t e d b y John w i t h a s u p e r n a t u r a l Mess i ah o f t h e Son o f 

Man t y p e . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o n o t e t h a t t h e LXX o f Dan . 7 . 13 -

" w i t h t h e c l o u d s o f heaven t h e r e came one l i k e t h e son o f man" 

(^S l>!o£ iv&p&KOU ip^OfJU^y/Og ) - l i n k s t h e f o r m Ip^OfJLeVO^ 

w i t h t h e e x p e c t a t i o n o f t h e Son o f Man . A more g e n e r a l p a r a l l e l 

t o J o h n ' s p r o p h e c y , p a r t i c u l a r l y t o t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e Coming 

One as a w i n n o w e r ( M a t t . 3 . 1 2 ) , may be p r o v i d e d b y R e v . 1 4 . 1 4 - 1 6 , 

w h i c h i n a p o c a l y p t i c f a s h i o n p i c t u r e s t h e Son o f Man s w i n g i n g h i s 

" s i c k l e on t h e e a r t h " . On t h e p o i n t o f J o h n ' s r e f e r e n c e t o a 

c o m i n g b a p t i s m w i t h f i r e , t h i s has been h e l d t o r e f l e c t t h e i d e a 

o f a h e a v e n l y Mess i ah as t h e a g e n t o f f i e r y p u n i s h m e n t w h i c h i s 

f o u n d i n I I ( 4 ) E s d r a s . I n one passage i t i s s a i d o f t h e Son o f 

Man: 



He s e n t o u t o f h i s l i p s as i t were a f i e r y s t r e a m , a n d o u t 

o f h i s l i p s a f l a m i n g b r e a t h , a n d o u t o f h i s t o n g u e he s h o t 

f o r t h a s t o r m o f s p a r k s . . . And t h e s e were a l l m i n g l e d 

t o g e t h e r . . . a n d f e l l upon t h e a s s a u l t o f t h e m u l t i t u d e w h i c h 
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was p r e p a r e d t o f i g h t , a n d b u r n e d them a l l u p . ( 1 3 . 1 0 - 1 1 ) 

The re a r e , h o w e v e r , a number o f c r i t i c i s m s w h i c h may be b r o u g h t 

t o b e a r a g a i n s t t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o u t l i n e d a b o v e . Most c r i t i c s 

w o u l d f i n d i t d i f f i c u l t t o r e c o n c i l e J o h n ' s e x p e c t a t i o n o f an a p o c a ­

l y p t i c , s u p e r n a t u r a l f i g u r e w i t h h i s i n q u i r y t o Jesus a b o u t w h e t h e r 

o r n o t he was t h e Coming One ( M a t t . 1 1 . 2 - 3 ; Luke 7 . 1 9 ) . More 

d e c i s i v e l y , t h e a p p e a l t o t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e Son o f Man i n I I ( 4 ) 

Esdras i s s u s p e c t i n t h a t t h i s work da t e s f r o m a f t e r t h e f a l l o f 

J e r u s a l e m . E q u a l l y s u s p e c t i s t h e s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h e S e p t u a g i n t 

v e r s i o n o f Dan . 7 . 13 o f f e r s r e a l s u p p o r t f o r t h e c l a i m t h a t t h e use 

o f t h e f o r m dp^6jJL^\^)g i n M a t t . 3 . 11 i n d i c a t e s J o h n ' s a n t i c i p a t i o n 

o f a Son o f Man f i g u r e . A l t h o u g h c l e a r l y 6 €.p^6jJb£.\/C>^ was a t e r m 

w i t h s t r o n g e s c h a t o l o g i c a l o v e r t o n e s , t h e r e i s no e v i d e n c e t h a t i t s 
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use i n d i c a t e d one p a r t i c u l a r e s c h a t o l o g i c a l f i g u r e . I n t h e New 

Tes t amen t t h e ph ra se O Cp^OJJJLVOQ i s a p p l i e d t o t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 

P r o p h e t i n John 6 . 1 4 , and t o C h r i s t , t h e Son o f God , i n John 1 1 . 2 7 , 

whereas i n Rev . 1 . 4 , 8 , God i s spoken o f as t h e one "who i s a n d who 

was a n d who i s t o come" (...6 i.p^6jJj£.V0C> ) . I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t o o 

t h a t S c o b i e , a f t e r e x a m i n i n g a l l t h e u s u a l i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s and s u g ­

g e s t i v e l y l i n k i n g t h i s Coming One e x p e c t e d b y John w i t h t h e Son o f 

Man, f e e l s bound t o c o n c l u d e " t h a t t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t John appea r s 



7 1 

t o have been d e l i b e r a t e l y vague as t o t h e e x a c t t y p e o f M e s s i a h he 
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e x p e c t e d " . T h i s i s one way o f a n s w e r i n g t h e p r o b l e m a t h a n d , a n d 

t h e p o s s i b i l i t y c a n n o t be r u l e d o u t t h a t f o r t h e B a p t i s t t h e i m m i n ­

e n t Coming One c o n n o t e d o n l y a h e a v e n l y P e r s o n a l i t y o f ambiguous 
* ~ 2 1 n a t u r e . 

A t t h i s p o i n t r e f e r e n c e must be made t o a n o t h e r c o n s i d e r a t i o n 

w h i c h i s a l l t o o s w i f t l y d i s m i s s e d b y commenta to r s on t h e Q passage 

M a t t . 3 . 1 0 - 1 2 . T h i s i s t h e s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h e Coming One o f whom 
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John spoke was none o t h e r t h a n Yahweh h i m s e l f . I t i s t o o e a s i l y 

f o r g o t t e n t h a t " e s c h a t o l o g i s t s f e l t no i n c o n g r u i t y i n p i c t u r i n g 

God ' s a c t i o n i n . c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f t h e new age 

as d i r e c t a n d i m m e d i a t e . When we r e a d J e w i s h a p o c a l y p t i c books 

f r o m t h e C h r i s t i a n p o i n t o f v i e w , we may t o o e a s i l y l o s e s i g h t o f 

t h e f a c t t h a t o r i g i n a l l y t h e r e was no need f o r a M e s s i a h i n t h e 
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e s c h a t o l o g i c a l p r o g r a m m e . " But t h i s p o i n t has been r a r e l y 

a c c e p t e d as t h e k e y t o t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e B a p t i s t ' s Q p r o p h ­

e c y , and t h r e e o b j e c t i o n s a r e p o p u l a r l y b r o u g h t f o r w a r d t o e x p l a i n 

why t h i s p r o p h e c y c o u l d n o t c o n c e r n t h e coming o f Yahweh. K r a e l i n g , 

comment ing o n t h e c o m p a r i s o n w h i c h John makes be tween h i m s e l f a n d 

t h e Coming One, e x p r e s s e s one o f t h e s e o b j e c t i o n s t h u s : "The f a c t 

o f t h e c o m p a r i s o n shows t h a t t h e p e r s o n i n q u e s t i o n i s n o t God, f o r 

t o compare o n e s e l f w i t h God, even i n t h e most a b j e c t " h u m i l i t y , 
24 

w o u l d have been p resumptuous f o r any Jew i n J o h n ' s d a y . " A k i n 
t o t h i s i s t h e o b j e c t i o n t h a t God w o u l d n o t be d e s c r i b e d as " m i g h t i e r " , 

25 
b u t r a t h e r as t h e " A l m i g h t y " . F i n a l l y , t h e r e i s t h e o b j e c t i o n t h a t 
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26 God wo i l l d n o t be d e s c r i b e d as w e a r i n g s a n d a l s . 

C l o s e r e x a m i n a t i o n shows t h a t t h e s e p o i n t s a r e n o t so i m p r e s s i v e 

as t h e y m i g h t a t f i r s t a p p e a r . The o b j e c t i o n t h a t God w o u l d n o t be 

t h o u g h t o f as w e a r i n g s a n d a l s i s met b y K r a e l i n g ' s own remark t h a t 

27 

" i t b e l o n g s t o t h e r e a l m o f m e t a p h o r a n d c a n n o t be p r e s s e d " . The 

i n t e n t i o n i s o b v i o u s l y t o e x p r e s s i n v i v i d t e r m s t h e s p e a k e r ' s s u b ­

s e r v i e n c e t o t h e one who w o u l d come t o b a p t i z e w i t h h o l y s p i r i t a n d 
28 29 w i t h f i r e . To l o o s e n t h e s a n d a l s was t h e work o f a s l a v e . 

The o t h e r t w o o b j e c t i o n s a r e more s u b s t a n t i a l , a l t h o u g h t h e y do n o t 

s u c c e e d i n e s t a b l i s h i n g t h e c l a i m t h a t i t i s n o t God who i s b e i n g 

spoken a b o u t i n t h i s Q p a s s a g e . I n t h e f i r s t i n s t a n c e , t h e v e r y 

f a c t t h a t God i s n o t r e f e r r e d t o e x p l i c i t l y w o u l d have done much 

t o a v o i d t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f John g i v i n g o f f e n c e t h r o u g h m a k i n g a 

c o m p a r i s o n be tween h i m s e l f a n d t h e D e i t y . On t h e p a r t i c u l a r p o i n t 

t h a t t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e Coming One as " m i g h t i e r " w o u l d be i n a p ­

p r o p r i a t e i f t h e r e f e r e n c e was t o God, i t mus t be remembered t h a t 

i n t h e O l d Tes t amen t and a p o c a l y p t i c l i t e r a t u r e God i s r e p e a t e d l y 

d e s c r i b e d as t h e M i g h t y God. The use o f t h e c o m p a r a t i v e f o r m h e r e , 

and t h e c o m p a r i s o n i t s e l f , may c o n v e n i e n t l y be r e l a t e d t o t h e 

emphas i s i n t h e p r o p h e c y on t h e imminence o f a coming b a p t i s m w i t h 

b o t h h o l y s p i r i t and f i r e . I t i s e n t i r e l y p o s s i b l e t h a t John 

w o u l d have made a humble c o m p a r i s o n , o r r a t h e r c o n t r a s t , be tween 

h i m s e l f a n d God i n o r d e r t o r e i n f o r c e t h e c o n t r a s t be tween h i s own 
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w a t e r b a p t i s m and God 's b a p t i s m w i t h h o l y s p i r i t a n d w i t h f i r e . 

A l t e r n a t i v e l y , t h e e x p l a n a t i o n why John s h o u l d have compared h i m s e l f 



w i t h God i s p r o v i d e d pe rhaps b y t h e Lukan n o t e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h i s 

p r o p h e c y , w h i c h r e p o r t s t h a t " a l l men q u e s t i o n e d i n t h e i r h e a r t s 

c o n c e r n i n g J o h n , w h e t h e r pe rhaps he were t h e C h r i s t " ( L u k e 3 . 1 5 ) . 

Such s p e c u l a t i o n , q u i t e c o n s i s t e n t w i t h a r o l e p l a y e d b y John o f 

p r o c l a i m i n g t h a t t h e l o n g - a w a i t e d i n t e r v e n t i o n o f God was n i g h , 

w o u l d no doub t have p r o v e d d i s t u r b i n g t o John i n t h a t i t c a r r i e d 

w i t h i t t h e dange r o f p u b l i c i n t e r e s t i n h i s own p e r s o n r a t h e r t h a n 

i n h i s message. A g a i n s t s u c h a b a c k g r o u n d John may have f e l t t h e 

need t o make a d i r e c t c o m p a r i s o n o r c o n t r a s t b e t w e e n h i m s e l f and 

God i n an a t t e m p t t o s t r e s s t o e v e r y o n e t h a t he h i m s e l f was i m p o r t ­

a n t o n l y inasmuch as he h e r a l d e d t h e i m m i n e n t c o m i n g o f God. 

A t t h i s p o i n t , i t i s c o n v e n i e n t ' t o m e n t i o n a l i n e o f a rgumen t 

w h i c h a t t e m p t s t o s u p p o r t t h e c l a i m t h a t John saw h i m s e l f as t h e 

h e r a l d o f God b y a s s e r t i n g t h a t h i s message as we now have i t has 

3 1 

been " C h r i s t i a n i z e d " so as t o have l o s t i t s o r i g i n a l m e a n i n g . 

P . G. B r e t s c h e r u r g e s t h a t t h e r e f e r e n c e s t o J o h n ' s p r o p h e c y a b o u t 

t h e Coming One i n M a t t . 3 . 1 1 , a n d A c t s 1 3 . 2 5 , can s t a n d r e s p e c t ­

i v e l y t h e t r a n s l a t i o n s : 

He who i s coming a f t e r me i s m i g h t i e r t h a n I , o f whom I am 

n o t w o r t h y t o b e a r (my) s a n d a l s . 

Bu t b e h o l d , t h e r e i s someone coming a f t e r me, o f whom I am 
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n o t w o r t h y t o remove t h e s a n d a l s o f my f e e t . 

A c c o r d i n g t o B r e t s c h e r t h e p o i n t o f t h i s p r o p h e c y o f John i s h i s own 

u n w o r t h i n e s s t o s t a n d b e f o r e Yahweh, even w i t h h i s shoes o f f : c f . 



t h e e p i s o d e o f Moses and t h e b u r n i n g b u s h where Moses i s commanded, 
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" P u t o f f y o u r shoes f r o m y o u r f e e t " ( E x . 3 . 5 ) . B r e t s c h e r ' s 

a rgumen t has a c e r t a i n a t t r a c t i o n , b u t i t must be p o i n t e d o u t t h a t 

h i s s u g g e s t e d t r a n s l a t i o n s o f M a t t . 3 . 1 1 and A c t s 1 3 . 2 5 , a l t h o u g h 

p o s s i b l e g r a m m a t i c a l l y , a r e seen t o be c o n s i d e r a b l y f o r c e d when 

compared w i t h t h e u s u a l t r a n s l a t i o n s . I n any e v e n t h i s a rgument 

w o u l d remove o n l y t h e a l l e g e d i m p o s s i b i l i t y o f God b e i n g spoken o f 

as w e a r i n g s a n d a l s ; and i t has been a r g u e d above t h a t t h i s p o i n t 

i s n o t w e l l t a k e n . 

Somewhat s i m i l a r t o B r e t s c h e r ' s a rgument i s t h e c l a i m made b y 

Parsons " t h a t t h o s e passages w h i c h r e p r e s e n t John as d e c l a r i n g h i m ­

s e l f u n w o r t h y t o l o o s e t h e t h o n g o f t h e M e s s i a h ' s s a n d a l s a r e C h r i s t -
34 

i a n i n t e r p o l a t i o n s " . I n s u p p o r t o f t h i s c l a i m i t may be s a i d 

t h a t t h e d i f f e r e n c e s i n a l l seven v e r s i o n s o f t h i s s a y i n g i n t h e New 

Tes t amen t i n d i c a t e pe rhaps t h a t we a r e n o t c o m p l e t e l y i n t o u c h h e r e 

w i t h t h e i p s i s s i m a v e r b a o f J o h n . I t i s n o t i c e a b l e t o o t h a t i n 

M a t t . 3 . 10-12 t h e B a p t i s t ' s c o n f e s s i o n a b o u t t h e Coming One - " b u t 

he who i s coming a f t e r me i s m i g h t i e r t h a n I , whose s a n d a l s I am n o t 

w o r t h y t o c a r r y " - appea r s t o i n t e r r u p t t h e p a r a l l e l i s m a n d p r o ­

g r e s s i o n o f t h o u g h t f o u n d i n t h i s p e r i c o p e . Ths p o s s i b i l i t y o f 

C h r i s t i a n e d i t i n g a t t h i s p o i n t c a n n o t be r u l e d o u t , a l t h o u g h t h e 

m e t a p h o r i c a l n a t u r e o f t h e r e f e r e n c e t o t h e Coming One ' s s a n d a l s 

o f f e r s no r e a l s u p p o r t f o r s u c h s p e c u l a t i o n . 

C l o s e r e x a m i n a t i o n o f t h e Q p r o p h e c y unde r d i s c u s s i o n a n d o f 

o t h e r r e l a t e d p r o p h e c i e s i n d i c a t e s t h a t John t h e B a p t i s t may w e l l 



have seen h i m s e l f as the p recurso r o f Yahweh. For example, i n r e f ­

e r r i n g t o the imminent advent o f the Coming One, he i s r e p o r t e d i n 

M a t t . 3 . 10 t o have dec la red , "Even now the axe i s l a i d t o t h e r o o t 

o f t he t r e e s ; every t r e e t h e r e f o r e t h a t does n o t bear good f r u i t 

i s cu t down and thrown i n t o the f i r e . " The language here r e c a l l s 

the f r e q u e n t Old Testament usage o f t h e c u t t i n g down o f t r ees as a 

metaphor o f judgement. K r a e l i n g ins tances I s . 10 . 33-34, where 

35 
i t i s God who i s expected t o e f f e c t judgement on the A s s y r i a n s . 

Behold , t he L o r d , the Lord o f hos ts w i l l l op the boughs w i t h 

t e r r i f y i n g power; the g r ea t i n h e i g h t w i l l be hewn down, 

and the l o f t y w i l l be brought l o w . He w i l l cu t down the 

t h i c k e t s o f the f o r e s t w i t h an axe, and Lebanon w i t h i t s 

m a j e s t i c t r ees w i l l f a l l . 

I t should be no ted t o o , t h a t whereas i n the Old Testament the p i c ­

t u r e o f the f e l l i n g o f t rees i s used o n l y as a symbol o f judgement 

on t h e G e n t i l e s , i n the i n t e r - t e s t a m e n t a l l i t e r a t u r e the same meta-
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phor i s a p p l i e d t o Jews ( E c c l u s . 6 . 4 ; 23 . 25; Wisd . 4 . 3 - 5 ) . 

John's d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e Coming One as a winnower, w i t h w i n ­

nowing f o r k i n hand, about t o " c l e a r h i s t h r e s h i n g f l o o r " , i s a l so 

c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e c l a i m t h a t i t was the advent o f Yahweh which 

was expec ted . The metaphor o f winnowing i s common i n the Old 

Testament. The prophet Habakkuk descr ibes God's judgements as a 

t h r e s h i n g o f the n a t i o n s . "Thou d i d s t march through the l a n d i n 

i n d i g n a t i o n , t hou d i d s t th resh the na t i ons i n anger" ( 3 . 12 RV) . 

I n IV Ezra the t h r e s h i n g f l o o r i s used m e t a p h o r i c a l l y f o r God's 



judgement upon man and h i s unr ighteous deeds. I t i s exp la ined t o 

S a l a t h i e l , "A g r a i n o f e v i l seed was sown i n the hea r t o f Adam f r o m 

the b e g i n n i n g , and how much f r u i t has i t produced t o t h i s t ime and 
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s h a l l y e t produce t i l l the t h r e s h i n g f l o o r come" ( 4 . 3 0 ) . 

Perhaps one o f t h e s t ronges t i n d i c a t i o n s t h a t John expected t h e 

imminent and d i r e c t i n t e r v e n t i o n o f Yahweh concerns h i s a s s e r t i o n 

t h a t the Coming One w i l l b a p t i z e £v TCVeOfUTL k y f o \VX XOpC ( M a t t . 

3 . 1 1 ) . The r e f e rence t o a coming bapt ism w i t h f i r e i s e s p e c i a l l y 

i m p o r t a n t , desp i t e i t s omission, f rom the vers ions o f John's prophecy 

i n Mark 1 . 8, Acts 1 . 5 and 1 1 . 16 . Few c r i t i c s are prepared t o 

dismiss the saying as recorded i n Q i n f a v o u r o f these v a r i a n t s , and 

i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t i n t h i s same Q prophecy the re are o t h e r r e f ­

erences t o f i r e , as the ins t rument o f punishment. Trees t h a t f a i l 

t o produce good f r u i t w i l l be hewn down and " thrown i n t o t h e f i r e " ; 

the c h a f f l e f t over a f t e r the c o l l e c t i o n o f the wheat w i l l be b u r n t 

" w i t h unquenchable f i r e " by the Coming One. 

The idea o f punishment by f i r e would have been f a m i l i a r t o 

those who heard John's prophecy s ince t h i s concept was common i n 

the Old Testament and a p o c a l y p t i c t r a d i t i o n . According t o Enoch 

90 . 24-27, the g u i l t y w i l l i n the Judgement be "cast i n t o the 

abyss, f u l l o f f i r e and f l a m i n g , and f u l l o f p i l l a r s o f f i r e " . 

More s i g n i f i c a n t l y , i n M a i . 4 . 1 the coming Day o f Yahweh i s des­

c r i b e d as "burn ing l i k e an oven, when a l l t he a r rogan t and a l l 

e v i l d o e r s w i l l be s t u b b l e " . The idea o f a bap t i sm w i t h f i r e , i n 

the sense t h a t God's punishment c o u l d be expressed i n such t e rms , 



would very l i k e l y have a l so been f a m i l i a r t o John's h e a r e r s . 

Specia l r e fe rences must be made t o T . H . Gas te r ' s t r a n s l a t i o n o f 

one o f the Qumran hymns: 

When the hour o f judgement s t r i k e s , 

when the l o t o f God's anger i s cas t 

upon the abandoned, 

when His f u r y i s poured f o r t h upon d i ssemblers , 

when the f i n a l doom o f His rage 

f a l l s upon a l l the works o f B e l i a l ; 

when t h e t o r r e n t s o f death do s w i r l , 

and there i s none escape; 

when the r i v e r s o f B e l i a l 

b u r s t t h e i r h i g h banks 

- r i v e r s t h a t are l i k e f i r e 

devour ing a l l t h a t draw t h e i r w a t e r s , 

r i v e r s whose runne ls des t roy 

green t r e e and dry t r e e a l i k e , 

r i v e r s t h a t are l i k e f i r e 

which sweeps l i k e f l a m i n g sparks 

devour ing a l l t h a t d r i n k t h e i r waters 

- a f i r e which consumes 

a l l founda t ions o f c l a y , 

every s o l i d bedrock; 

when the founda t ions o f t h e mountains 

become a r a g i n g b l a z e , 
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when g r a n i t e r o o t s are t u rned 

t o streams o f p i t c h , 

when the f lame devours 

down t o the grea t abyss, 

when the f l o o d s o f B e l i a l b u r s t f o r t h 

unto h e l l i t s e l f . . 

The prophecy o f John about the Coming One b a p t i z i n g w i t h f i r e cou ld 

thus have been i n t e r p r e t e d n a t u r a l l y by h i s l i s t e n e r s as the coming 

immersion o f the wicked by God i n a r i v e r o f f i r e . C e r t a i n l y , as 

Scobie concedes, " i n the Old Testament i t i s u s u a l l y God who pun-
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ishes w i t h f i r e " . I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t too t h a t when Scobie a t t ­

empts to keep the ques t ion open by a s s e r t i n g t h a t " the idea o f the 

Messiah as the agent o f punishment i s found i n the p o s t - O l d Testament 

l i t e r a t u r e " , ^ h i s one suppo r t i ng example i s taken f rom I I ( 4 ) Esdras 

1 3 . 1 0 - 1 1 , a r e fe rence wh ich , on h i s own admiss ion , "dates f rom the 
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p e r i o d f o l l o w i n g f r o m the d e s t r u c t i o n o f Jerusalem i n A . D . 7 0 " . 

Keener quest ions concern b o t h the a u t h e n t i c i t y and i n t e r p r e ­

t a t i o n o f John's prophecy about the Coming One b a p t i z i n g 6V "KVtUjJbtSL 

iyild • f o r example, T . W. Manson suggests t h a t the o r i g i n a l form 

o f the Q saying was, " I have b a p t i z e d you w i t h wa te r , b u t he w i l l 

b ap t i ze you w i t h f i r e " , and t h a t John's message i n Mark was i n 

e f f e c t " C h r i s t i a n i z e d " by the change o f bapt ism " w i t h f i r e " i n t o 
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bapt ism " w i t h the Holy S p i r i t " . Matthew and Luke are then h e l d 
t o have combined the Q ve r s ion w i t h t h a t o f Mark i n o r d e r t o have 
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produced the v e r s i o n under d i s c u s s i o n . The main o b j e c t i o n t o 



t h i s view i s t h a t Matthew and Luke are thus h e l d t o have made an 

i d e n t i c a l c o n f l a t i o n o f Mark and Q. Th i s i s much more d i f f i c u l t 

t o accept than the view t h a t they were bo th us ing the same source 

( Q ) , e s p e c i a l l y when i t i s no t ed t h a t the say ing i s l i n k e d i n bo th 

Matthew and Luke w i t h o t h e r sayings o f John which are commonly 

agreed t o have come f r o m Q. 

Another a t t a c k on the view t h a t John d i d speak o f a coming 

bapt ism £V Tft/£UUeCTl Jcyu*> c la ims t h a t the o r i g i n a l prophecy may 

have concerned a promise o f bap t i sm " w i t h wind and f i r e " ( €V 

and s p i r i t , makes i t n o t unreasonable t o suppose t h a t f rom an 

o r i g i n a l mention o f "wind and f i r e " has developed the forms " S p i r i t 

and f i r e " , "Holy S p i r i t and f i r e " , and s imply "Holy S p i r i t " . On 

t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , John's prophecy o r i g i n a l l y meant t h a t w ind and 

f i r e would be the ins t ruments o f judgement. I t may be suggested 

t h a t one weakness o f t h i s view i s t h a t i t r e s t s upon a somewhat 

narrow concept ion o f John's message and over looks the f a c t t h a t t h i s 
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was not a l l judgement w i t h o u t g race . Not every t r e e w i l l be cut 

down; o n l y those t h a t f a i l t o produce good f r u i t . The c h a f f w i l l 

be b u r n t ; bu t the wheat w i l l be garnered . Another weakness o f 

the c l a i m t h a t John was prophesying a coming bap t i sm " w i t h wind and 

f i r e " i s t h a t i t f a i l s t o cons ider adequately i f t he Q f o r m o f t h e 

prophecy might be a u t h e n t i c , bu t w i t h a d i f f e r e n t meaning f rom t h a t 

TCVCULJUTL fUl XUpL ) There i s some s l i g h t manuscript evidence 

f o r t h i s i n t h a t a few vers ions o f Luke 3 . 16 omit the word * . y ^ 

and Hie f a c t t h a t fH") (Hebrew) d X i f t t f M . (Greek) an mean bo th wind 



given i t i n C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n . 

I t must be recognized t h a t there i s n o t h i n g i n h e r e n t l y improb­

able i n John hav ing spoken about the " h o l y s p i r i t " . Th is phrase 

i s used i n Ps. o f S o l . 17 . 4 2 , i t occurs i n the Rabbinic l i t e r a t u r e , 

and i t i s mentioned a l so i n I s . 6 3 . 1 0 - 1 1 . I n Ps. 5 1 . 11 the p lea 

t o God i s , "Cast me no t away f r o m t h y presence, and take no t t h y 

h o l y s p i r i t f rom me." I n f a c t t h e concept ion o f the s p i r i t o f God 

i s p a r t o f the h e r i t a g e o f Judaism. This c o n s i d e r a t i o n s t r o n g l y 

supports not o n l y t h e a u t h e n t i c i t y o f the Q r e fe rence to John 

prophesying t h a t a Coming One w i l l b ap t i z e w i t h bo th h o l y s p i r i t 

and f i r e , bu t a l so the view t h a t t h i s Coming One i s none o t h e r than 

Yahweh. The p a r t i c u l a r idea o f God's bapt ism w i t h h o l y s p i r i t a t 

the end o f days would h a r d l y have been s u r p r i s i n g t o John 's l i s ­

t e n e r s . A l l would have been f a m i l i a r w i t h one f e a t u r e o f the new 

age descr ibed i n Joe l 2 . 28, "And i t s h a l l come t o pass a f t e r w a r d , 

t h a t I w i l l pour o u t my s p i r i t on a l l f l e s h . " F u r t h e r , i n Ez. 39 . 

29, God says, " I w i l l n o t h ide my face any more f rom them, when I 

pour out my s p i r i t upon the house o f I s r a e l . " I t i s t r u e t h a t 

"bapt ism" as sueh i s no t mentioned he re , bu t I . Abrahams reminds 

t h a t i n these two passages the word used f o r the "pour ing o u t " 
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("JW) o f God's s p i r i t i s p r o p e r l y a p p l i c a b l e o n l y t o l i q u i d s . 

I t may be noted a l so t h a t the f u t u r e g i f t o f t h e s p i r i t i s o f t e n 

a s soc ia ted w i t h a symbol ic r e f e rence t o w a t e r . A good example i s 

found i n I s . 4 4 . 3 , "For I w i l l pour water on t h e t h i r s t y l a n d , and 

streams on the dry ground; I w i l l pour my s p i r i t upon your des­

cendants, and my b l e s s i n g on your o f f s p r i n g . " An even s t r o n g e r 



i n d i c a t i o n t h a t John may w e l l have spoken o f a coming bapt i sm w i t h 

God's h o l y s p i r i t i s t o be found i n the Qumran Manual o f D i s c i p l i n e . 

Th i s speaks o f the season o f judgement ( 4 . 19) and e x p l a i n s t h a t a t 

t h i s t ime "God w i l l purge by His t r u t h every deed o f man, r e f i n i n g 

f o r H imse l f the body o f man by a b o l i s h i n g f rom the mids t o f h i s 

f l e s h every e v i l s p i r i t , and bv_ c l eans ing him through a_ h o l y s p i r i t 

f r o m a l l wicked p r a c t i c e s , and He w i l l s p r i n k l e on him a s p i r i t o f 
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t r u t h as p u r i f y i n g wa te r" ( 4 . 2 0 - 2 1 ) . Agains t the background 

o f t h i s , and the Old Testament t e x t s c i t e d above, there are s o l i d 

grounds f o r a s s e r t i n g n o t o n l y t h a t John a c t u a l l y d i d speak o f a 

coming bapt ism i n the h o l y s p i r i t but a l so t h a t i n doing so he had 

i n mind the e x p e c t a t i o n o f Yahweh a t the end o f days. 

There i s some doubt whether i n r e f e r r i n g t o the coming o f God's 

h o l y s p i r i t the B a p t i s t had i n mind a c l eans ing o r an empowering 

a c t i o n . A t Qumran God's h o l y s p i r i t appears t o have been thought 
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o f as a c l e ans ing power, and Brown b e l i e v e s t h a t when John spoke 

o f a bapt ism i n h o l y s p i r i t he expected the Coming One " t o cleanse 

the good w i t h a p u r i f y i n g s p i r i t , i . e . , a new b r e a t h o f l i f e " . ^ 

T h i s i n t u r n suggests t h a t John's own bapt i sm may have symbol ized a 

person ' s repentance and h i s hope t h a t as he washed h i m s e l f by 

immersion i n water so God would wash away h i s s i n s on the Day o f 

J u d g e m e n t H o w e v e r , the Old Testament r e fe rences to the o u t ­

p o u r i n g o f God's s p i r i t i n d i c a t e t h a t t h i s was though t o f i n terms 

o f l i f e - g i v i n g power and b l e s s i n g . Th i s g e n e r a l concept ion would 

l i n k up w e l l w i t h t h e r e s t o f John's message and w i t h h i s b a p t i s m . 



The care which he took l e s t unworthy people be the r e c i p i e n t s o f 

t h i s bapt ism suggests perhaps t h a t something more w o n d e r f u l than a 

f u t u r e c l eans ing f rom s in s was i n v o l v e d . I t may be deduced t h a t 

those who repented and r ece ived John's bap t i sm , those dep ic t ed as 

the wheat t o be gathered i n t o the b a r n , were c o n f i d e n t t h a t as a 

consequence they would be the r e c i p i e n t s a t t he t ime o f God's coming 

o f h i s h o l y s p i r i t and o f a l l the b l e s s ings which t h a t e n t a i l e d . 

As r e c i p i e n t s o f God's h o l y s p i r i t they would then have been enabled, 

"as men endowed w i t h S p i r i t , t o pass th rough the Judgement t o the 
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Kingdom". 

The i n t e r p r e t a t i o n urged above o f the Q passage found i n M a t t . 

3 . 9-12, t oge the r w i t h the suggested exp lana t ions o f the s i g n i f i ­

cance o f John's bap t i sm, no t o n l y enable p o i n t s o f con tac t t o be 

drawn w i t h the p o r t r a i t o f John the B a p t i s t t r aceab le i n the Lukan 

i n f a n c y n a r r a t i v e s and w i t h the o t h e r evidence brought f o r w a r d 

e a r l i e r as i n d i c a t i n g the ex i s tence o f unorthodox views o f h i s 

miss ion bu t they a l so have the e f f e c t o f s u p p o r t i n g the a u t h e n t i c i t y 

o f M a t t . 3 . 2 , where John i s s a i d t o have preached, "Repent, f o r 

the kingdom o f heaven i s a t hand . " Some suppor t f o r the t r u s t ­

wor th iness o f t h i s r e fe rence i s p r o v i d e d by Scobie 's suggest ion 

t h a t one i s almost f o r c e d t o accept t h a t John d i d speak o f a coming 

Kingdom i n o rde r t o e s t a b l i s h some common ground which he and Jesus 
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must have shared . There i s m e r i t a l s o i n K. Chamblin 's argument 

t h a t the peop le ' s t h a n k s g i v i n g i n Luke 7 . 29 i s d i f f i c u l t t o under­

s tand unless t hey had r e a l i z e d t h a t t h e i r f avourab le response t o 



John's message prepared them f o r e n t r y i n t o the Kingdom ( c f . M a t t . 
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2 1 . 3 1 f . ) . But an even s t r ange r p lea f o r the a u t h e n t i c i t y o f 

M a t t . 3 . 2 i s t h e way i n which i t complements the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

g iven above to M a t t . 3 . 9 -12 . I f John's r o l e was r e a l l y t h a t o f 

the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l Prophet , t he h e r a l d o f the coming i n t e r v e n t i o n 

i n the present o rder o f the w o r l d by Yahweh h i m s e l f , he would have 

n a t u r a l l y b e l i e v e d t h a t God's Kingdom was thus about t o be es tab­

l i s h e d . Cullmann's words are wor th r e c a l l i n g h e r e . "The f u n c t i o n 

o f t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l Prophet i n the Jewish t e x t s cons i s t s p r i m a r i l y 

i n p r epa r ing the people o f I s r a e l and t h e w o r l d by h i s preaching f o r 

the coming o f the Kingdom o f God. He f u l f i l s t h i s f u n c t i o n , no t 

s imp ly as the former Old Testament prophets d i d , bu t i n a much more 

d i r e c t way as the immediate Preparer o f the way f o r the Kingdom o f 

God i t s e l f . He comes endowed w i t h unique e s c h a t o l o g i c a l a u t h o r i t y . 

His c a l l t o repentance i s f i n a l and r e q u i r e s f i n a l d e c i s i o n . This 

g ives h i s preaching a f i n a l , abso lu te cha rac t e r such as the preach­

i n g o f t h e anc ien t prophets d i d no t have . . . f o r when he speaks, he 

p o i n t s t o the Kingdom o f God a l r eady a p p r o a c h i n g . " 5 5 I t i s wor th 

n o t i n g a l so S t a u f f e r ' s emphasis t h a t t h e r e i s no i n c o m p a t i b i l i t y 

between John's announcement o f the coming Kingdom o f God and h i s 

warning o f the imminent u n i v e r s a l c o n f l a g r a t i o n . 5 * * He p o i n t s o u t 

t h a t b o t h these expec ta t ions had been i n t i m a t e l y connected i n Jewish 

a p o c a l y p t i c s ince t h e t ime o f D a n i e l , and he goes on t o draw a pa ra ­

l l e l between John's message and t h e S i b y l l i n e Orac les , which pass 

beyond a th rea tened w o r l d c o n f l a g r a t i o n to a promise o f the coming 



Kingdom where God w i l l pour out h i s s p i r i t upon the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 
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covenant people ( 4 . 1 8 7 f f . ) . 

Other support f o r the c l a i m t h a t John's miss ion was t h a t o f 

the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l Prophet i s found i n the f i r s t and t h i r d verses 

o f the t h i r d chapter o f Matthew's Gospel . The f i r s t verse speaks 

o f John "preaching i n t h e wi lderness o f Judea", a note echoed by 

the o t h e r two Synoptic w r i t e r s (Mark 1 . 4 ; Luke 1 . 80 ; 7 . 2 9 f . ) . 

I t i s pos s ib l e t h a t John's a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e deser t r e f l e c t e d 

o n l y h i s a s c e t i c b e n t , bu t i t must be remembered a l s o t h a t the 

wi lde rness area had d i s t i n c t r e l i g i o u s and h i s t o r i c a l a s soc i a t i ons 

f o r Jews. Commenting on the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f John the B a p t i s t ' s 

appearance i n the wi lde rness a rea , G. Bornkamm w r i t e s , "Since 

anc ien t t imes the desert i s the p lace w i t h which I s r a e l ' s expec t ­

a t i o n s o f the end were a s soc i a t ed ; f o r i t i s an a n c i e n t b e l i e f 

t h a t the end s h a l l be as the b e g i n n i n g . Far away f rom the places 

o f w o r l d l i n e s s , but a l so f a r away f rom the sacred places o f w o r s h i p , 
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I s r a e l as o f o l d s h a l l prepare f o r the f i n a l r e v e l a t i o n o f God." 

Scobie argues a long s i m i l a r l i n e s , and i n suppor t o f the idea t h a t 

the wi lde rness would be a s soc ia t ed w i t h the scene o f God's f u t u r e 

de l ive rance o f I s r a e l he r e f e r s t o Hos. 2 . 14-15, where God says o f 

I s r a e l : 

T h e r e f o r e , b e h o l d , I w i l l a l l u r e h e r , and b r i n g her i n t o 

the w i l d e r n e s s , and speak t e n d e r l y t o h e r . And the re I 

w i l l g i v e her her v ineyards and make the v a l l e y o f Achor a 

door o f hope. And there she s h a l l answer as i n the days 



o f her y o u t h , as a t the t ime she came out o f the l and o f 

Egyp t . 

I f John was the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l p rophe t , the area where he chose t o 

exerc i se h i s m i n i s t r y c o u l d no t have been more a p p r o p r i a t e . 

A f u r t h e r i n d i c a t i o n t h a t John's miss ion was t h a t o f h e r a l d i n g 

t h e imminent coming o f Yahweh i s p r o v i d e d by M a t t . 3 . 3, which l i n k s 

John's work w i t h t h e f u l f i l m e n t o f t h e prophecy o f I s . 4 0 . 3 . I n 

f a c t a l l f o u r Gospel w r i t e r s a s soc ia te t h i s prophecy w i t h the m i n i s ­

t r y o f John t h e B a p t i s t . The s i g n i f i c a n t p o i n t i s t h a t the prophecy 

had an o r i g i n a l r e fe rence to the coming o f Yahweh, as can be p l a i n l y 

seen f rom the extended q u o t a t i o n found i n Luke 3 . 4 - 6 . 

The voice o f one c r y i n g i n the w i l d e r n e s s : Prepare the way 

o f the L o r d , make h i s paths s t r a i g h t . Every v a l l e y s h a l l 

be f i l l e d , and every mountain and h i31 s h a l l be brought l ow , 

and the crooked s h a l l be made s t r a i g h t , and the rough ways 

s h a l l be made smooth; and a l l f l e s h s h a l l see the s a l ­

v a t i o n o f God. 

Apar t f rom the f a c t t h a t t h i s q u o t a t i o n i s found i n a C h r i s t i a n 

Gospel which proc la imed the good news t h a t Jesus was O KUptO$t 

the re i s n o t h i n g i n the immediate c o n t e x t o f Luke, o r i n the 

Matthaean p a r a l l e l , t o i n d i c a t e t h a t John was the h e r a l d o f anyone 

bu t Yahweh. 

I n c o n t r a s t t o t h i s , the same q u o t a t i o n f rom Deutero I s a i a h 

i s presented i n the Markan con tex t ( 1 . I f . ) i n such a way as t o 



leave no doubt t h a t the Lord whose way John was p repa r ing i s "Jesus 

C h r i s t , the Son o f God". However, i t must be no ted t h a t Robinson 

p r o p e r l y descr ibes as "a ve ry botched a f f a i r " the c o n t e x t i n which 
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t h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n i s put f o r w a r d . The r e f e r ence f r o m Deutero 

I s a i a h i s p r e f i x e d by what i s e v i d e n t l y a loose q u o t a t i o n f rom M a i . 

3 . 1 , which has been a l t e r e d f r o m , "Behold , I send my messenger t o 

prepare t h e way be fo r e me", t o , "Behold , I send my messenger be fo r e 

t h y f a c e , who s h a l l prepare t h y way". The o r i g i n a l statement i n 

Malaehi which prophesies t h a t Yahweh w i l l send someone - E l i j a h 

accord ing t o M a i . 4 . 5 f . - has c l e a r l y been m o d i f i e d t o make exp­

l i c i t the c l a i m t h a t John was t h e messenger, not o f Yahweh, but o f 

"Jesus C h r i s t , the Son o f God". Th i s may reasonably be judged a 

s t r o n g i n d i c a t i o n t h a t John was once thought o f , and p robab ly saw 

h i m s e l f as , t he h e r a l d o f Yahweh. 

Drawing a l i n e under the evidence considered i n t h i s chap te r , 

i t can be s a i d t h a t the re appear t o be s o l i d grounds f o r accep t ing 

t h a t John's h i s t o r i c a l r o l e was t h a t o f E l i j a h r e d i v i v u s , the 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l Prophet , the p recurso r o f Yahweh and h i s Kingdom. 

Th i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f John's miss ion e x p l a i n s no t o n l y the o r i g i n 

o f a d e f i n i t e Johannite movement b u t a l so why i t s u r v i v e d f o r a t 

l e a s t some years a f t e r the death o f i t s founde r . I t i s wor thy o f 

mention a l so t h a t i n the i n t e r - t e s t a m e n t a 1 l i t e r a t u r e t he re are 

many re fe rences t o mar ty r p rophe t s ; and d u r i n g the t ime o f Jesus 

the graves o f these prophets appear t o have been o b j e c t s o f vener­

a t i o n ( M a t t . 23 . 29; Luke 1 1 . 4 7 ) . Agains t t h i s background i t i s 



e n t i r e l y pos s ib l e t h a t John's d i s c i p l e s should have f e l t t h a t by 

h i s death t h e i r master, t he l a s t and g rea te s t o f the p rophe t s , had 
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s u f f e r e d t h e t r a d i t i o n a l f a t e o f the p r o p h e t . Far f rom i n v a l i ­

d a t i n g h i s message, the B a p t i s t ' s v i o l e n t end may w e l l have been 

taken by h i s d i s c i p l e s as c o n f i r m a t i o n o f h i s p r o p h e t i c r o l e as 

the h e r a l d o f Yahweh's imminent i n t e r v e n t i o n i n h i s t o r y . Th i s 

would have been e s p e c i a l l y probable i f t h e p u z z l i n g r e fe rence made 

by Jesus i n Mark 9 . 13 t o the prophecy ("as i t i s w r i t t e n " ) con­

c e r n i n g the t r a g i c na tu re o f E l i j a h ' s second m i n i s t r y i s counted 

as evidence f o r the ex is tence o f some uncanonica l book which f o r e -
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t o l d a m a r t y r ' s death f o r the r e t u r n i n g E l i j a h . 



CHAPTER FIVE 

JOHN THE BAPTIST AND JESUS 

The p r o p o s i t i o n s t h a t John had the r o l e o f the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 

Prophet p repa r ing the way f o r the coming o f Yahweh i n a p o c a l y p t i c 

f u l f i l m e n t , and t h a t some o f h i s d i s c i p l e s remained committed t o 

t h i s view a f t e r h i s dea th , are f a c t o r s t h a t have a d i r e c t re levance 

t o the long-debated ques t ion o f the h i s t o r i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

John and Jesus. T h i s ques t ion i s made p a r t i c u l a r l y complex by 

the discrepancy a t t h i s p o i n t between the Fourth Gospel and the 

Synop t i c s , a discrepancy w h i c h , as Dodd p o i n t s o u t , cannot reason­

a b l y be removed.^" However, s ince the Four th Gospel presents t h e 

view o f an harmonious r e l a t i o n s h i p between John and Jesus, i t i s 

n o t unreasonable t o concentra te the i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n t o what 

a c t u a l l y happened on the Synopt ic Gospels. I t i s then p o s s i b l e 

t o argue t h a t these c o n t a i n s u f f i c i e n t i n d i c a t i o n s o f John's 

r e l a t i o n s h i p t o Jesus be ing such as t o supplement and c o n f i r m the 

evidence brought fo rward f o r the s u r v i v a l o f Johanni te groups a f t e r 

t h e death o f John and f o r the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f h i s miss ion as t h a t 

o f the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l Prophet . 

According t o the Synoptic r e c o r d , the o n l y a d u l t con t ac t 

between John and Jesus was when Jesus was b a p t i z e d (Mark 1 . 9 - 1 1 , 

and p a r s . ) and when on one occasion John communicated w i t h Jesus 

through i n t e r m e d i a r i e s ( M a t t . 1 1 . 2 -6 ; Luke 7 . 1 9 - 2 3 ) . That Jesus 
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was b a p t i z e d by John i s beyond ques t ion ; t h a t John ever i n q u i r e d 



o f the s t a tu s o f Jesus i n the manner descr ibed i n Matthew and Luke 

has o f t e n and s t r o n g l y been ques t ioned . I n Matthew's Gospel the 

account o f t h i s i n q u i r y reads as f o l l o w s : 

Now when John heard i n p r i s o n about the deeds o f the C h r i s t , 

he sent word by h i s d i s c i p l e s and s a i d t o h i m , "Are you he 

who i s t o come, o r s h a l l we look f o r another?" And Jesus 

answered them, "Go and t e l l John what you hear and see: 

the b l i n d r ece ive t h e i r s i g h t and the lame w a l k , l epe r s are 

cleansed and the deaf hear , and the dead are r a i s e d up, and 

the poor have good news preached t o them. And b les sed i s 

he who takes no o f f e n c e a t me." 

One o f the s t ronges t chal lenges t o the a u t h e n t i c i t y o f t h i s 

episode i s put f o r w a r d by K r a e l i n g , who argues t h a t the s t o r y "has 

a l l the earmarks o f the e a r l y C h r i s t i a n s * own e f f o r t s t o r e so lve 

the problem o f f a i t h and h i s t o r y , and t o t h i s e x t e n t appears t o 

p rov ide l i t t l e evidence o f h i s t o r i c a l value f o r our knowledge o f 
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the con tac t s between John and Jesus". There can be no doubt t h a t 

the r e f e r ence t o T& Cp^bL T&O XjplCTToO ( M a t t . 1 1 . 2) i s C h r i s t i a n 

e d i t i n g , and t h i s o f f e r s some suppor t f o r K r a e l i n g ' s c l a i m t h a t the 

whole i n c i d e n t i s n o t h i n g more than a C h r i s t i a n i n v e n t i o n designed 

t o prove f rom the migh ty works o f Jesus t h a t he i s the Coming One 

o f whom John spoke. The a s s e r t i o n i s a f o r c e f u l one, bu t i t may 

be s a i d t o have two se r ious weaknesses. The f i r s t i s c o g e n t l y 

expressed by H . G. Marsh. "One might . . . surmise t h a t i f the 

s t o r y had been an i n v e n t i o n i t would most s u r e l y have con ta ined an 



account o f t h e impress ion t h a t the Mas te r ' s answer had upon John. 

Inven ted s t o r i e s are u s u a l l y f a i r l y d e t a i l e d and c o m p l e t e . " 5 The 

second weakness o f K r a e l i n g ' s a s s e r t i o n concerns i t s f a i l u r e t o 

a l l o w f o r any a l t e r a t i o n i n John's o r i g i n a l o u t l o o k . Qui te c o r ­

r e c t l y emphasizing the d i f f e r e n c e between the human Jesus o f Nazareth 

and the t ranscendent Coming One spoken o f by John i n M a t t . 3 . 7-12 

and Luke 3 . 7 -9 , 15-17, K r a e l i n g argues t h a t i f t he i n c i d e n t under 

d i scuss ion i s a u t h e n t i c , then the re must have occur red a break i n 

John's t h i n k i n g , a break f o r w h i c h , i n K r a e l i n g ' s e s t i m a t i o n , " there 

i s no adequate j u s t i f i c a t i o n " . I n o t h e r words , K r a e l i n g f i n d s i t 

so d i f f i c u l t t o b e l i e v e t h a t John would ever have cons idered t h a t a 

man b a p t i z e d by him could p o s s i b l y be the Coming One, t h a t he f o r t h ­

w i t h r e j e c t s t h e evidence which suggests t h a t t h i s i s what d i d i n 

f a c t happen. C l e a r l y , t o argue i n t h i s way i s t o beg the ques t ion 

a t i s s u e . 

Another chal lenge t o the a u t h e n t i c i t y o f t h i s i n c i d e n t i s sug­

gested by Dodd's c r i t i c a l ques t i on , "Would John, i t may be asked, 

impr isoned i n the f o r t r e s s o f Machaerus because Ant ipas thought h i s 

i n f l u e n c e p o l i t i c a l l y dangerous (Josephus, A n t i q . X V I I I , 5 , 2 ) , 

have been p e r m i t t e d f r e e i n t e r c o u r s e w i t h h i s adherents , and a l l o w e d 

7 

t o send messengers t o p o t e n t i a l accomplices ou t s i de?" A nega t ive 

r e p l y t o t h i s ques t ion could c a r r y w i t h i t t h e i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t 

John's i n q u i r y and the answering words o f Jesus are as u n h i s t o r i c a l 

as the s e t t i n g o f the i n c i d e n t . However, t h i s l i n e o f argument i s 

open t o two pos s ib l e o b j e c t i o n s . The f i r s t l i e s i n ques t ion ing the 



assumption t h a t the r e fe rence t o John's i n q u i r y be ing asked f rom 

p r i s o n has a v i t a l b e a r i n g on the issue o f the a u t h e n t i c i t y o f the 

i n q u i r y i t s e l f and the r e p l y o f Jesus to i t . For example, M. 

D i b e l i u s makes the suggest ion t h a t the account o f Q r e f e r r e d 

o r i g i n a l l y o n l y t o John sending h i s d i s c i p l e s t o Jesus, the mention 

o f John's imprisonment b e i n g a minor d e t a i l added l a t e r f o r some 

reason o r ano the r . C e r t a i n l y i t i s o n l y Matthew who notes t h a t 

John was i n p r i s o n when he asked t h i s q u e s t i o n , and the Lukan s e t ­

t i n g i s perhaps the more a c c u r a t e . The second o b j e c t i o n i s t o 

suppor t the t r u s t w o r t h i n e s s o f the Matthaean v e r s i o n by g i v i n g due 

we igh t t o the suggest ion t h a t the f a c t o f John's d i s c i p l e s hav ing 

access to him d u r i n g h i s imprisonment i s not so s u r p r i s i n g as 

Dodd's ques t ion i m p l i e s . We are t o l d t h a t "Herod f ea red John, 

knowing t h a t he was a r i gh t eous and h o l y man, and kept him s a f e . 

When he heard h i m , he was much pe rp lexed ; and y e t he heard h im 

g l a d l y " (Mark 6 . 2 0 ) . According to t h i s account , p r i o r t o h i s 

execu t ion John was no t h a r s h l y t r e a t e d by Herod, and i t may t h e r e ­

f o r e be considered l i k e l y t h a t he en joyed s p e c i a l p r i v i l e g e s . I t 

must be no ted a l so t h a t o t h e r re fe rences i n the New Testament i n d i ­

cate t h a t p r i sone r s were no t n e c e s s a r i l y f o r b i d d e n t o have v i s i t o r s 

( M a t t . 25 . 36, 39 , 44; Acts 24 . 23; P h i l . 1 . 1 2 f . ; 4 . 18; C o l . 4 . 

7-14; Eph. 3 . 1 ) . 

To urge t h a t the r e c o r d o f John's i n q u i r y t o Jesus should no t 

immediately be r e j e c t e d as u n h i s t o r i c a l i s a necessary prolegomena 

t o the quest ion o f the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h i s i n c i d e n t . One view 



i s t h a t John h i m s e l f was i n no doubt about the s t a t u s o f Jesus, b u t 

t h a t he asked the ques t ion f o r the sake o f h i s d i s c i p l e s whose 
g 

f a i t h was n o t as s t r ong as h i s own. Th i s argument r e s t s squa re ly 

on the premise t h a t John was once f i r m l y committed t o Jesus; and 

s ince t h i s premise i s shared by t h a t argument which sees i n John's 

ques t ion the beg inn ing o f h i s doubts about Jesus, a t t e n t i o n must be 

p a i d here t o the c l a i m t h a t p r i o r t o t h i s i n c i d e n t John had acknow­

ledged Jesus as the Coming One o f whom he had spoken. 

I t may be s a i d a t the o u t s e t t h a t on the bas i s o f t h e Synoptic 

data there i s i n s u f f i c i e n t evidence t o c l a i m t h a t John had e a r l y i n 

h i s m i n i s t r y i d e n t i f i e d Jesus as the expected Coming One. There 

i s n o t h i n g i n Mark 's account o f the bapt i sm o f Jesus by John t o 

i n d i c a t e t h a t a t t h i s stage John was i n any way committed t o Jesus. 

The o t h e r two Synoptic w r i t e r s i n t i m a t e t h a t the opening o f the 

heavens and the voice f rom heaven assoc ia ted w i t h the bapt ism were 

p u b l i c experiences ( M a t t . 3 . 16-17; Luke 3 . 2 1 - 2 2 ) , b u t t h i s alone 

cannot suppor t the c l a i m t h a t by t h i s t ime John must have r ecog­

n i z e d Jesus as the Coming One. The one d e f i n i t e i n d i c a t i o n t h a t 

he had done so i s c o n f i n e d t o the Matthaean r e p o r t o f John's r e l u c t ­

ance to bap t i z e Jesus. 

Then Jesus came f rom G a l i l e e t o the Jordan t o John, t o be 

b a p t i z e d by h i m . John would have prevented h i m , s a y i n g , 

" I need t o be b a p t i z e d by you , and do you come t o me?" 

( M a t t . 3 . 13-14) 

But i t i s d o u b t f u l i f t h i s p a r t i c u l a r i n c i d e n t a c t u a l l y o c c u r r e d . 
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Apar t f rom the d i f f i c u l t y o f r e c o n c i l i n g the episode w i t h John's 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f the Coining One as a heavenly supe rna tu ra l f i g u r e , i f 

no t Yahweh h i m s e l f ( M a t t . 3 . 7-12; Luke 3 . 7-9 , 1 6 - 1 7 ) , 1 0 the r e f ­

erence has the appearance o f be ing secondary m a t e r i a l designed t o 

e x p l a i n the problem why the s i n l e s s Jesus should have undergone a 

bapt ism o f repentance f o r the fo rg iveness o f s i n s . The t rea tment 

o f the s t o r y o f Jesus' bapt ism i n The Gospel According t o the Hebrews 

con f i rms the embarrassment f e l t by e a r l y C h r i s t i a n s a t t h i s p o i n t . 

Behold the mother o f the L o r d , and h i s b r e t h r e n s a i d unto 

h i m , John the B a p t i s t b a p t i z e t h unto the remiss ion o f s i n s ; 

l e t us go and be b a p t i z e d o f h i m . But he s a i d unto them: 

Wherein have I s inned t h a t I should be b a p t i z e d o f h i m , 

unless peradventure t h i s ve ry t h i n g t h a t I have s a i d i s a 

4r • o i l s i n o f ignorance? 

On t h e bas i s t h e r e f o r e o f the Synoptic accounts o f Jesus ' bapt ism 

i t may reasonably be assumed t h a t a t t h i s t ime John would have 

regarded Jesus as an o r d i n a r y bap t i sma l cand ida t e . The i m p l i c a ­

t i o n o f t h i s f o r the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f John's ques t ion ( f r o m p r i s o n ) 

i s t h a t i t cannot be regarded e i t h e r as a machinat ion by John f o r the 

b e n e f i t o f h i s d i s c i p l e s o r as a waver ing i n h i s commitment t o Jesus -

unless i t i s assumed t h a t between the bapt ism o f Jesus and t h i s i n c i ­

dent John had come t o recognize Jesus as the Coming One. 

I f t he i n c i d e n t o f John's ques t ion t o Jesus i s no t t o be 

r e j e c t e d as C h r i s t i a n i n v e n t i o n , t he bes t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f i t i s 

t h a t John, towards the c lose o f h i s m i n i s t r y , began t o cons ider 

t h a t h i s o r i g i n a l expec ta t ions may have been mi s t aken . There 



are good reasons f o r b e l i e v i n g t h a t even such a dominant p e r s o n a l i t y 

as John would have been prepared to re-examine h i s fundamental 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l c o n v i c t i o n s . Whatever the p rec i se meaning o f Johnfe 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l e x p e c t a t i o n s , they were c l e a r l y c h a r a c t e r i z e d by t h e i r 

immediacy. The f a c t t h a t these expec ta t ions had n o t been q u i c k l y 

f u l f i l l e d , coupled probably w i t h depression about h i s imprisonment 

and f e a r f o r h i s l i f e , may w e l l have l e d John t o ques t ion the escha­

t o l o g i c a l programme which he had p roc l a imed . A l l the more so i n 

view o f the r e p o r t s about the m i n i s t r y o f Jesus which were reach ing 

h i m . According t o Matthew, i t i s " the deeds o f t h e C h r i s t " which 

prompted John t o ask h i s q u e s t i o n ; Luke r e p o r t s t h a t John asked 

the ques t ion a f t e r be ing t o l d " o f a l l these t h i n g s " . The r e f e r ­

ence i s p r i m a r i l y t o the wonders o f h e a l i n g and preaching v a r i o u s l y 

descr ibed i n M a t t . 7-8 and Luke 7 . 1-17. John cou ld h a r d l y have 

been unaware o f t h e i r pos s ib l e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e . Esp­

e c i a l l y aga ins t a background o f imprisonment and persona l d i sap ­

po in tment , any news o f the h e a l i n g mi rac l e s performed by Jesus 

would very l i k e l y have l e d John to wonder i f he had been wrong and 

i f Jesus could e n l i g h t e n him on these m a t t e r s . 

One d i f f i c u l t y w i t h analyses such as t h a t above has been thought 

t o be the fo rm o f words used by John i n t h i s ques t ion t o Jesus d 

t h e i r usage i n M a t t . 3 . 1 1 , where the c o n t e x t s t r o n g l y suggests t h a t 

the re fe rence i s t o a s u p e r n a t u r a l f i g u r e , i f n o t t o Yahweh h i m s e l f . ' 

ipjr6jj£\Toq 9 f j errtpw xpocSoK&jAetf (Ma t t 1 1 . 2) 

g e n e r a l l y f i n d the words 0 CDYOUCVOQ d i f f i c u l t t o 

12 C r i t i c s 

r e c o n c i l e w i t h 



Even a l l o w i n g f o r some change i n h i s p o s i t i o n , i t i s argued t h a t 

John c o u l d n o t p o s s i b l y have asked Jesus whether o r n o t he was the 

a p o c a l y p t i c supe rna tu ra l f i g u r e whose coming John had proc la imed 

a t the ou t se t o f h i s m i n i s t r y . John would have seen as w e l l as 

anyone, what the mi rac les o f Jesus could n o t d i s g u i s e , t h a t the 

man f rom Nazareth was not the heavenly Coming One o f h i s expec t ­

a t i o n s . 

Th i s o b j e c t i o n has an obvious f o r c e , but i t may be s a i d t o 

r e s t on too easy an assumption t h a t what John meant by h i s ques t ion 

to Jesus was, "Are you the Coming One o f whom I spoke, o r must we 

look f o r another?" The f a c t t h a t the phrase 6 dp^O^LOAi^ i s com­

mon t o John's quest ion and t o h i s prophecy about the Coming One i n 

M a t t . 3 . 11 cannot be i g n o r e d , a l though the absence o f the q u a l i f y ­

i n g 6"KL60) jJLOU ( M a t t . 3 . 11) i n John's ques t ion f rom p r i s o n may w e l l 

i n d i c a t e a s i g n i f i c a n t d i f f e r e n c e i n usage. I t must be remembered 

t h a t 6 Cp^OjJLGVO^ was a term which cou ld be used to descr ibe more 

than one e s c h a t o l o g i c a l f i g u r e . I t i s v a r i o u s l y used i n the New 

Testament o f the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l Prophet (John 6 . 1M-), o f the Mes­

s i a h ( M a t t . 2 1 . 9 ; Luke 1 9 . 3 8 ) , and o f God (Rev. 1 . 4 , 8 ) . 1 4 

The phrase i s a p t l y descr ibed by Scobie as " the vaguest p o s s i b l e 

t i t l e " ^ ; and the same w r i t e r draws a t t e n t i o n t o the f a c t t h a t 

S. Mowinckel uses the phrase, "He t h a t Cometh", as a t i t l e o f a book 

d e s c r i b i n g the whole range o f Messianic beliefs." '"*' Against t h i s 

background i t would be wrong t o assume a t once t h a t i n us ing the 

phrase O €pYDU£vOQ i n two d i f f e r e n t con tex t s the B a p t i s t had i n 



mind the same d e f i n i t e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l f i g u r e . 

I t would be wrong to assume a l s o t h a t r e p o r t s o f the mi rac le s 

o f Jesus reached John w i t h o u t any i n d i c a t i o n o f the impress ion which 

these deeds were making on the peop le . There i s p o s s i b l y some 

s i g n i f i c a n c e i n the f a c t t h a t Luke i m p l i e s t h a t one o f the " t h i n g s " 

which l e d John t o ask t h i s ques t ion was an account o f the r e s u r ­

r e c t i o n o f a widow's son a t N a i n . Luke r e p o r t s t h a t the r e a c t i o n 

o f the people t o t h i s m i r a c l e was t o d e c l a r e , "A g r e a t prophet has 

a r i s e n among us ! 1 1 , an exclamat ion which "spread through the whole 

o f Judea and a l l the sur rounding c o u n t r y " ( 7 . 1 6 - 1 7 ) . I f t he 

i n f e r e n c e here i s t h a t Jesus was b e l i e v e d t o be the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 

Prophet , then on the bas i s o f John 6 . 14 i t may be surmised t h a t the 

phrase O kp^OjJb&OQ would perhaps have been used t o descr ibe the 

Messianic s t a t u s o f Jesus. But the Lukan account o f the r e s u r r e c ­

t i o n o f the widow's son a s i d e , t he re would be n o t h i n g improbable i n 

r e p o r t s o f Jesus ' work coming t o John the B a p t i s t complete w i t h 

s p e c u l a t i o n t h a t Jesus might be O kp^6jJL£y/0^ , the Messiah. 

I t i s c l e a r l y pos s ib l e t h e r e f o r e t h a t i n the f i r s t h a l f o f t h i s 

ques t ion f rom p r i s o n , where he i n q u i r e d i f Jesus was 0 CpflOjMVOg » 

John was t a k i n g up c u r r e n t s p e c u l a t i o n about Jesus and n o t h i s own 

prophecies about the Coming One. John knew as w e l l as any the 

d i f f e r e n c e between the heavenly f i g u r e o f whom he had spoken and 

17 

the man Jesus o f Nazareth , as the second h a l f o f h i s ques t ion 

p o s s i b l y c o n f i r m s . I n Matthew, and perhaps a l so i n Luke, t h i s 

reads , f j ttCpoV KfXXSSoKtdflW ,CltpOV hav ing p robab ly the meaning 



" d i f f e r e n t " . Plummer t r a n s l a t e s , "Or must we l o o k f o r another 

18 
d i f f e r e n t i n k i n d ? " (my i t a l i c s ) , and i n suppor t o f t h i s t r a n s -

fx 

l a t i o n c o n s i d e r a t i o n must be g iven t o the emphatic use o f €T€.pOG 

when used i n the sense o f "another" , o r " d i f f e r e n t " , i n Mark 16 . 

12, Rom. 7 . 23, and I Cor. 15 . 4 0 . There appears t o be a t l e a s t 

a t r ace o f a sharp a n t i t h e s i s between the two halves o f John 's 

quest ion t o Jesus, and t h i s i s c o n s i s t e n t w i t h the suggest ion t h a t 

the probable r e fe rence i n the second i s t o h i s own view t h a t the 

Coming One was to be Yahweh, a view which s tood i n c o n t r a s t t o the 

concept ion o f the Coming One as a human person . I t may a l s o be 

s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t the same v e r b , "KpoCS&OKJUi) > i s found i n the parable 

o f the se rvan t and the master ( M a t t . 24 . 4 5 - 5 1 ; Luke 12 . 4 2 - 4 6 ) , 

where i t i s used o f the master (God) r e t u r n i n g . I n 2Pet . 3 . 12-14 

the verb i s a s soc ia ted w i t h w a i t i n g f o r " f f j S 7DU dcoO Tjfl€p<>C£ 

One i n t e r p r e t a t i o n then o f John's i n q u i r y t o Jesus i s t h a t i t 

i n d i c a t e s how, despi te the news o f the work and words o f Jesus, the 

d e t a i l s o f h i s own e a r l i e r expec ta t ions remained unchanged. Whereas 

the f i r s t o f the two quest ions to Jesus suggests t h a t John was a t 

l e a s t cons ide r ing i n the l i g h t o f the new s i t u a t i o n i f h i s own mis ­

s ion had been i n v a l i d , the second shows t h a t he s t i l l hoped t o f i n d 

c o n f i r m a t i o n t h a t h i s o r i g i n a l e s c h a t o l o g i c a l expec ta t ions were 

e s s e n t i a l l y c o r r e c t . For the B a p t i s t i t was a choice he had t o make 

between h o l d i n g t o h i s o r i g i n a l e x p e c t a t i o n s , o r r e j e c t i n g them i n 

f avour o f what he heard about Jesus. At the t ime o f a s k i n g he was 

unable t o see t h a t Jesus cou ld p o s s i b l y be the f u l f i l m e n t o f h i s own 

prophec ies . 



This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the B a p t i s t ' s ques t ion i s c o n s i s t e n t 

bo th w i t h the c l a i m t h a t independent Johanni te groups s u r v i v e d h i s 

death and w i t h the r e p l y o f Jesus ( M a t t . 1 1 . 5-6; Luke 7 . 2 2 - 2 3 ) , 

which can be understood as an i n v i t a t i o n t o John t o b e l i e v e , n o t 

t h a t h i s own prophecies had been wrong, b u t t h a t they were be ing 

f u l f i l l e d by Jesus. The c l o s i n g words o f the r e p l y , "And b lessed 

i s he who takes no o f f e n c e a t me", i n d i c a t e " t h a t Jesus was deeply 

s e n s i t i v e t o John's p e r p l e x i t y . I f he was t o be rescued f rom d i s ­

i l l u s i o n m e n t and despa i r , he must somehow be brought t o the con­

v i c t i o n t h a t God's promises t o h im had a l r eady come t r u e , though 
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no t i n the way he expec ted . " The i n v i t a t i o n made by Jesus was 

t h a t i n the summary o f h i s work ( M a t t . 1 1 . 5; Luke 7 . 23) John 

should see the s igns t h a t the Kingdom o f God which he h i m s e l f had 

proc la imed was even now break ing t h r o u g h ; c f . the words o f Jesus 

recorded i n Luke 1 1 . 20, "But i f i t i s by the f i n g e r o f God t h a t I 

cas t out demons, then the Kingdom o f God has come upon y o u . " I t 

was no t the i n t e n t i o n o f Jesus t h a t men should app ly Messianic o r 

o the r h o n o r i f i c t i t l e s t o h i m ; what he wished was t h a t h i s l i s t e n ­

ers g e n e r a l l y , and John i n p a r t i c u l a r , should no t be prevented by 

h i s persona l behaviour f rom seeing i n h i s hea l ings and sayings the 
20 

s i g n t h a t the Kingdom was i n some sense p r e s e n t . The s t r o n g 

i m p l i c a t i o n o f the answer o f Jesus t o John i s t h a t the b a s i c d i f ­

ference between them need not c o n s t i t u t e a s t u m b l i n g - b l o c k t o John. 

Jesus had i n d i c a t e d t h a t the Kingdom whose imminence John had p r o ­

cla imed was a c t u a l l y i n a r e a l sense a l r e a d y p resen t , and John was 



21 i n v i t e d to accept t h i s happy news. 

Other Synoptic sayings o f Jesus about John a l so suggest t h i s 

d i s t i n c t i o n between John's fundamental idea o f the Kingdom as immin­

e n t and Jesus ' concept ion o f the Kingdom as a l ready a present r e a l i t y . 

P a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t i n g i s a s ta tement recorded by b o t h Matthew and 

Luke. 

From the days o f John t h e B a p t i s t u n t i l now the kingdom o f 

heaven has s u f f e r e d v i o l e n c e , and men o f v i o l e n c e t ake i t by 

f o r c e . ( M a t t . 1 1 . 12) 

The law and the prophets were u n t i l John; s ince then the 

good news o f the kingdom o f God i s preached, and everyone 

en ters i t v i o l e n t l y . (Luke 1 6 . 16) 

The f u l l and o r i g i n a l meaning o f these verses i s p r o p e r l y descr ibed 

22 

by Farmer as "one o f the unsolved mys te r ies o f gospel c r i t i c i s m " , 

but i t does seem c l e a r t h a t f o r Jesus the m i n i s t r y o f John marked 

the ending o f one era and the beg inn ing o f a new one. The b a s i c 

idea appears t o be t h a t the Kingdom i s now p resen t , and t h a t i t i s 
24 

e i t h e r e x e r c i s i n g i t s power o r b e i n g under a t t a c k by enemies. 
John t h e r e f o r e marks the d i v i d i n g l i n e between the p e r i o d o f a n t i -

25 
c i p a t i o n and the p e r i o d i n which the Kingdom i s p r e s e n t . The 

impor tan t ques t ion f o r the present s tudy i s i f John i s p laced i n the 

new age b reak ing through w i t h the m i n i s t r y o f Jesus, i f i n f a c t oCKO 

. . .7Z«y fjjL£pu\f Iq&WOU (oiTCO Luke) shou ld be understood i n 

an i n c l u s i v e , o r i n an e x c l u s i v e sense. Grammatical ly,JcKO may 

26 
be e i t h e r i n c l u s i v e o r e x c l u s i v e , and judgement on the c o r r e c t 
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meaning i n t h i s con tex t must i n v o l v e a d e c i s i o n on whether o r no t 

John recognized t h a t the Kingdom was bound up w i t h the person and 

miss ion o f Jesus. 

On t h i s i s s u e , i n view o f the s t r ong p r o b a b i l i t y t h a t u n t i l he 

i n q u i r e d o f Jesus ' s t a t u s John had not come t o recognize the man 

f rom Nazareth as a s i g n i f i c a n t f i g u r e i n the expected e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 

drama, a v i t a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n i s a p a r t i c u l a r r e fe rence made about 

John by Jesus a f t e r t h i s i n q u i r y . 

T r u l y I say t o you , among those born o f women the re has 

a r i s e n no one g r e a t e r than John the B a p t i s t ; ye t he who i s 

l e a s t i n the Kingdom o f heaven i s g r ea t e r than h e . ( M a t t . 

1 1 . 1 1 . Luke 7 . 28 speaks o f "the Kingdom o f God") 

K r a e l i n g i s d o u b t f u l i f b o t h ha lves o f the statement represent the 

ipsissma verba o f Jesus, and he suggests t h a t the r e fe rence t o the 

l e a s t i n the Kingdom be ing g r e a t e r than the B a p t i s t i s a l a t e r 

a d d i t i o n designed to p l ay down what was considered t o be an exag-

27 

gera ted t r i b u t e t o John's g rea tness . Aga ins t a supposed back­

ground o f c o n f l i c t between Johanni te and C h r i s t i a n groups K r a e l i n g ' s 

suggest ion i s n o t u n a t t r a c t i v e , bu t i t must be recognized t h a t the re 

i s no t e x t u a l evidence t o suppor t the omission o f M a t t . 1 1 . l i b and 

Luke 7 . 28b, and t h a t a b e t t e r balance i s g iven b o t h t o the t e x t and 

the thought i f the whole verse i s considered as an i n t e g r a l u n i t . 

A r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t the statement under d i scuss ion should be 

cons idered as a whole leaves u n c e r t a i n s t i l l the meaning o f the same. 

I f the r e fe rence t o the Kingdom r e f l e c t s the idea o f i t s f u t u r e 
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e s c h a t o l o g i c a l r e v e l a t i o n , the meaning would appear t o be t h a t John 

28 

the B a p t i s t i s excluded f r o m i t . Th i s would then c o n s t i t u t e 

s t r o n g evidence t h a t a t the t ime o f h i s death John had f a i l e d com­

p l e t e l y to grasp the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the miss ion o f Jesus, and o f f e r 

suppor t f o r the c l a i m t h a t John's d i s c i p l e s remained committed t o 

Johanni te i d e a l s a f t e r t h e i r mas ter ' s dea th . But t h i s l i n e o f 

reasoning i s suspect . The s t r o n g i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h e r e p l y o f Jesus 

t o John ( M a t t . 1 1 . 4 - 6 ; Luke 7 . 22-23) i s t h a t t h e Kingdom i s a 

present r e a l i t y . S i m i l a r l y , i n the s tatement o f Jesus under rev iew 

the re fe rence t o the Kingdom appears t o r e f l e c t the idea t h a t i t i s 
29 

a l ready p resen t , a t l e a s t p a r t i a l l y . John i s n o t s a i d t o be 

excluded f rom the f u t u r e Kingdom - f rom which n e i t h e r the p a t r i a r c h s 

nor t h e prophets would be excluded ( M a t t . 8 . 16; Luke 1 3 . 28) - but 

inasmuch as the Kingdom i s now coming w i t h the m i n i s t r y o f Jesus 

John has no share i n i t . As a consequence the d i s c i p l e s o f Jesus, 

compared w i t h John, "are g r e a t e r , not i n t h e i r mora l cha rac t e r o r 
30 

achievements, bu t i n t h e i r p r i v i l e g e s " . On t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , 

the i n f e r e n c e i s t h a t John, e i t h e r because o f temperament o r because 

o f sudden dea th , had f a i l e d t o recognize t h a t t h e Kingdom was a l r e a d y 

b reak ing through w i t h the m i n i s t r y o f Jesus. He had no t r e a l i z e d 

t h a t the Kingdom o f God whose coming he had announced was b o t h p r e s ­

en t and f u t u r e ; he had no t app rec i a t ed t h a t the p u r p o r t o f the r e p l y 

g iven t o h i s ques t ion by Jesus was an i n v i t a t i o n t o cons ider t h a t t h e 

Kingdom was a l r e a d y coming w i t h the m i n i s t r y o f Jesus,, as h i s words 

and works demonstrated. A c c o r d i n g l y , a l though John was "the c u l -



mina t ion o f the p rophe t i c l i n e , a no tab le r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f the 
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v a r i e d channels o f d i v i n e r e v e l a t i o n " , he was never the less ove r ­

shadowed by those who had a l r eady t a s t e d "the powers o f the age t o 

come". 

The i n t e r p r e t a t i o n g iven above t o M a t t . 1 1 . 11 and Luke 7 . 28 

s t r o n g l y suggests t h a t when Jesus spoke o f the Law and the prophets 

be ing u n t i l John ( M a t t . 1 1 . 13; Luke 1 6 . 16) the i n t e n t i o n was t o 

place the B a p t i s t w i t h i n the o l d e r a , and not w i t h i n t h e new era o f 

the present m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f the Kingdom. Th i s i n t u r n complements 

what the absence o f any account o f how John responded t o the r e p l y 

o f Jesus ( M a t t . 1 1 . 4 -6 ; Luke 7 . 22-23) probably i m p l i e s , t h a t he 

was p e r m i t t e d no more than a glimpse o f the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t the 

Kingdom o f God was a l r eady dawning w i t h the words and deeds o f 

Jesus. I f , as appears t o be the case, John 's f i n a l communication 

t o Jesus was f rom the dungeon o f Machaerus, i t may reasonably be 

thought t h a t he was c a l l e d t o the execu t ion b lock w i t h o u t hav ing 

come t o a proper unders tanding o f the m i n i s t r y o f Jesus, and c l i n g ­

i n g s t i l l t o the b e l i e f t h a t God was about t o e s t a b l i s h the Kingdom 

i n the near f u t u r e . Perhaps Jesus had t h i s s i t u a t i o n i n mind when 

he dec l a r ed how blessed were those eyewitnesses o f h i s a c t i o n s who 

were ab le to apprec ia te t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h i s a c t i v i t y . 

But b lessed are your eyes, f o r they see, and your e a r s , f o r 

they hear . T r u l y , I say t o you , many prophets and r i g h t e o u s 

men longed t o see what you see, and d i d n o t see i t , and t o 

hear what you hear and d i d n o t hear i t . ( M a t t . 13 . 16-17; 
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Luke 10 . 23-24) 

Some f u r t h e r support f o r the c l a i m t h a t John f a i l e d t o appre­

c i a t e the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f Jesus ' m i n i s t r y i s p rov ided by a c o n s i d ­

e r a t i o n o f c e r t a i n d i f f e r e n c e s o f temperament between John and 

Jesus, d i f f e r e n c e s which may have made i t e s p e c i a l l y d i f f i c u l t f o r 

John t o accept t h a t the Kingdom was a l ready present w i t h the m i n i s ­

t r y o f Jesus. The chal lenge f o r John was n o t j u s t t o a l t e r h i s 

own e s c h a t o l o g i c a l e x p e c t a t i o n s , b u t t o accept t h a t they were be ing 

f u l f i l l e d by a man whose conduct s tood i n sharp c o n t r a s t t o h i s own. 

Hence most probably the p o i n t behind t h e c l o s i n g remark i n the 

answer g iven by Jesus t o John's i n q u i r y , "And b lessed i s he who 

takes no o f f e n c e a t me" ( M a t t . 1 1 . 6; Luke 7 . 3 1 - 3 5 ) . John would 

h a r d l y have regarded w i t h f avour the f a c t t h a t Jesus was no t an 

a s c e t i c ( c f . M a t t . 1 1 . 16-19; Luke 7 . 31 -35 ) , and, i n view o f h i s 

own prefe rence f o r the wi lde rness area and h i s apparent p r a c t i c e o f 

expec t ing the people t o come t o h i m , r a t h e r than v i c e versa ( c f . 

Mark 1 . 5; M a t t . 3 . 5; Luke 3 . 7 ) , he would p robably have f e l t 

uneasy t o o about Jesus* f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h c i t i e s and s i n n e r s . 

I n view o f the impor tan t d i f f e r e n c e s between John and Jesus on 

mat ters o f conduct and e s c h a t o l o g i c a l o u t l o o k , i t i s somewhat su r ­

p r i s i n g t o f i n d the Synoptic w r i t e r s r e p o r t i n g no t o n l y t h a t Jesus 

expressed a h i g h o p i n i o n o f John bu t a l so t h a t he r e l a t e d h i s own 

miss ion t o t h a t o f t h e wi lde rness p r o p h e t . The e x p l a n a t i o n o f 

t h i s apparent paradox i s almost c e r t a i n l y p r o v i d e d by Hie f a c t t h a t 

Jesus had been b a p t i z e d by John. Al though t h e r e are obvious dangers 
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d i v i n e m i s s i o n , t h i s one ac t must s i g n i f y t h a t he began by i d e n t i -
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f y i n g h i m s e l f very c l o s e l y w i t h the Johanni te o u t l o o k . I t i s 

e n t i r e l y c r e d i b l e t o deduce, w i t h Scobie, t h a t "when Jesus was bap­

t i z e d , a long w i t h the crowds who had heard John preach, he was 

a l i g n i n g h i m s e l f w i t h those who b e l i e v e d t h a t t h e y were l i v i n g i n 

t h e l a s t days and t h a t God was about t o break i n t o human h i s t o r y . 

He was demonstrat ing h i s app rova l o f John's movement and h i s sym­

pathy w i t h John's view t h a t or thodox Judaism was l a c k i n g i n some­

t h i n g and t h a t men must make a dec i s i on and, by repentance and 
35 

r i g h t e o u s l i v i n g , prepare ' to en t e r t h e Kingdom." Th i s commit­

ment t o Johannite thought was t o prove o n l y temporary . The 

r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t the Kingdom which John prophesied was a l ready 

beg inn ing t o come would have l e d Jesus t o move d e c i s i v e l y away f r o m 

the Johannite p o s i t i o n . At t h e same t ime a measure o f common 

ground must have remained. I t was no t as i f the expec ta t ions o f 

John were f a l s e : the p o i n t o f d i f f e r e n c e was t h a t , c o n t r a r y t o 

h i s own b e l i e f , these expec ta t ions were be ing f u l f i l l e d i n t h e 

m i n i s t r y o f Jesus. The Kingdom o f which John had spoken was even 

now a r r i v i n g . T h i s , more so than any sense o f l o y a l t y t o a former 

mentor, e x p l a i n s why Jesus would have con t inued t o speak h i g h l y o f 

John and why he would have seen a r e a l c o n t i n u i t y between t h e i r 

r e spec t i ve m i n i s t r i e s . I t was John who had f i r s t announced the 

coming Kingdom; and the new age a l r eady dawning w i t h the words and 

deeds o f Jesus was the f u l f i l m e n t o f t h i s prophecy. John, speaking 
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pated) . 

The c lose r e l a t i o n s h i p between the missions o f John and Jesus 

i s c l e a r l y r e f l e c t e d i n the f o l l o w i n g words o f Jesus: 

But t o what s h a l l I compare t h i s generat ion? I t i s l i k e 

c h i l d r e n s i t t i n g i n the market place and c a l l i n g t o t h e i r 

playmates , "We p iped t o you , and you d i d no t dance; we 

w a i l e d , and you d i d no t mourn ." For John came n e i t h e r 

e a t i n g nor d r i n k i n g , and they say, "He has a demon"; the 

Son o f man came e a t i n g and d r i n k i n g , and t h e y say, "Behold , 

a g l u t t o n and a d runkard , a f r i e n d o f t a x c o l l e c t o r s and 

s i n n e r s ! " Yet wisdom i s j u s t i f i e d by he r deeds. ( M a t t . 

1 1 . 16-19; Luke 7 . 31-35) 

There i s a r e a l connect ion between the response o f men t o John's 

message and t h e i r response t o Jesus. The m a j o r i t y o f t h e i r con­

temporar ies f a i l t o heed both "the solemn warnings o f the Kingdom 

approaching as judgement and the good news o f the Kingdom a r r i v e d 

ti 36 as mercy". 

The v i t a l measure o f c o n t i n u i t y which Jesus saw between h i s 

own miss ion and t h a t o f John i s f u r t h e r i n d i c a t e d by the i n c i d e n t 

where the a u t h o r i t y o f Jesus was cha l lenged by members o f the 

Sanhedrin (Mark 1 1 . 27-33; M a t t . 2 1 . 23-27; Luke 20 . 1 - 8 ) . S i g ­

n i f i c a n t l y , Jesus answered t h i s chal lenge by way o f another q u e s t i o n , 

"Was the bapt ism o f John f rom heaven o r f rom men?" By t h i s answer 

Jesus immediate ly took h i s s tand beside John and i n s i s t e d t h a t i f 
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they had known how t o fo rm a t r u e es t imate o f John and h i s work , 
they would have known how to do the same f o r h i m . This p o i n t i s 
emphasized again by the d e c l a r a t i o n o f Jesus t o the c h i e f p r i e s t s 
and e lde r s t h a t they s tood condemned by t h e i r f a i l u r e t o respond t o 
John's message. 

T r u l y , I say t o you , the t ax c o l l e c t o r s and the h a r l o t s go 

i n t o the kingdom o f God be fo re y o u . For John came t o you 

i n the way o f r igh teousness , and you d i d not b e l i e v e h i m , 

but the t a x c o l l e c t o r s and the h a r l o t s b e l i e v e d h i m ; and 

even when you saw i t , you d i d no t a f t e r w a r d repent and 

b e l i e v e h i m . ( M a t t . 2 1 . 31-32) 

I n God's p l an John was p repa r ing t h e way f o r the m i n i s t r y o f Jesus. 

38 

"Task and d e s t i n y " , w r i t e s Bornkamm, " u n i t e them b o t h . " 

The same idea i s r e f l e c t e d i n a t r i b u t e o f Jesus t o John t h a t 

emphasized h i s p r o p h e t i c r o l e and the way i n which h i s m i n i s t r y f u l ­

f i l l e d Old Testament prophecy ( M a t t . 1 1 . 7-10; Luke 7 . 2 4 - 2 7 ) . 

Here Jesus appears t o be t a k i n g up the r o l e which John b e l i e v e d 

h i m s e l f t o be p l a y i n g , t h a t o f the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l Prophet ("more 

than a p r o p h e t " ) , and r e l a t i n g i t t o h i s own m i n i s t r y . John was 

the prophet expected a t the end t i m e ; and, as the r e p l y o f Jesus 

t o John's ques t ion f rom p r i s o n had i n d i c a t e d , the end t ime was i n 

one sense a l r eady p re sen t . God's Kingdom was now b reak ing th rough 

i n the m i n i s t r y o f Jesus and thus John's r o l e as the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 

Prophet was v i n d i c a t e d . For t h i s reason Jesus cou ld say o f John, 
This i s he o f whom i t i s w r i t t e n , "Behold I send my messenger 
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before thy face, who s h a l l prepare thy way before thee." 

(Matt . 1 1 . 10; Luke 7. 27) 

Farmer points out tha t t h i s loose rendering o f Mai . 3. 1 i s gener-
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a l l y regarded as a l a t e r inse r t ion in to Q, and since the e f f e c t 

i s to make John appear as herald o f the Christ and not o f God on ly , 

i t i s possible to th ink o f the verse as a Christ ian in t e rp re t a t ion 
40 

o f the Old Testament prophecy. We know from the synthesis o f 

Mai . 3. 1 and I s . 40. 3 i n Mark 1 . 2-3 that Old Testament prophe­

cies which spoke o f the preparation f o r God's eschatological i n t e r ­

vention were re-phrased by Christians and applied to John the Baptist 

i n order to r e f l e c t t h e i r b e l i e f that God had chosen t o intervene i n 
1-1 

the person o f h i s Messiah Jesus. But i t i s not cer ta in tha t the 

reference i n Mai . 3. 1 i n Matt . 1 1 . 10 and Luke 7. 27 should be 

understood i n t h i s way. The modified references to Mai . 3 . 1 and 

I s . M-0. 3 i n Mark 1 . 2-3 are part o f an e d i t o r i a l framework which 

proudly proclaims "the gospel o f Jesus Chr is t , the Son o f God". 

There i s no such ind ica t ion o f Christ ian e d i t i n g i n the immediate 

context o f the report that Jesus himself c i t e d Mai . 3. 1 i n such a 

way as to express the close re la t ionsh ip between John's mission and 

his own. The d i s t i n c t p o s s i b i l i t y must therefore be allowed tha t 

the adaptation o f Mai. 3 . 1 reported i n Matt . 1 1 . 10 and Luke 7. 27 

had i t s o r i g i n i n the creative mind o f Jesus: he could see tha t 

John's work as the eschatological Prophet, preparing the way f o r 

God's eschatological in t e rven t ion , was bound up wi th h i s own minis-

t r y and he thus re-phrased Mai. 3. 1 i n order to make t h i s c lear . 
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The declarat ion o f Jesus to the crowds about John, "And i f you 

are w i l l i n g to accept i t , he i s E l i j a h who i s to come" (Mat t . 1 1 . 14) , 

i s probably s imi la r i n character to Mat t . 1 1 . 9-10 and Luke 7. 26-27. 

There i s no r e l i a b l e pre-Christ ian evidence f o r the b e l i e f t ha t 
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E l i j a h was to be the forerunner o f the Messiah, and t h i s helps 

support the suggestion tha t the conception or ig ina ted wi th Jesus. 

In order to emphasize the con t inu i ty between John's mission and h i s 

own, and i n order to stress the importance o f the former, Jesus may 

have taken up the idea tha t E l i j a h red iv ivus , the eschatological 

Prophet, was to be the immediate preparer o f the way f o r the Kingdom 

o f God, confirmed that John was t h i s person and thus indica ted , t o 

those who were prepared to l i s t e n , tha t the Kingdom was already 

coming wi th Jesus * own m i n i s t r y . Later these words were under­

stood to mean tha t John the Bap t i s t , E l i j a h red iv ivus , was the 

forerunner o f Jesus the Messiah rather than, as Jesus himself prob­

ably intended, the forerunner o f the Kingdom. 

At t h i s point i n the inves t iga t ion the several t e n t a t i v e l y 

drawn conclusions begin to f a l l i n t o place. The evidence brought 

forward t o indicate that a f t e r John's death some o f h i s fol lowers 

did not immediately f i n d t h e i r way in to the Christ ian Church 

receives some confirmation from a c r i t i c a l analysis o f John's mes­

sage and mission which reveals that he most probably conceived h i s 

ro le as that o f the eschatological Prophet, preparing the way f o r 

Yahweh's decisive in tervent ion i n h i s t o r y . These claims are i n 

turn complemented by the indicat ions i n the Synoptic Gospels that 



at no time i n his min i s t ry did John make an open declaration o f 

f a i t h i n Jesus. F i n a l l y , the favourable references made by Jesus 

about John are seen to be credible against t h i s background, and do 

not demand the r e j ec t i on o f i t . 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE FOURTH GOSPEL AND THE SUPPORTERS OF JOHN 

The major q u a l i f i c a t i o n to the pos i t ion summarized at the end 

o f the previous chapter must be that t h i s has been reached without 

consideration o f the Fourth Gospel's account o f John the Baptist 

and his d i s c ip l e s . This q u a l i f i c a t i o n i s an important one, f o r 

the Johannine p ic tu re , both o f a pos i t ive re la t ionship between Jesus 

and John and o f the smooth transference o f the l o y a l t y o f John's 

d isc iples to Jesus, stands as a contradic t ion to much o f the e v i ­

dence brought forward i n e a r l i e r chapters to indicate the existence 

o f cer ta in groups holding views about John d i f f e r e n t from those 

current i n the ear ly Church. The immediate question i s thus to 

decide i f the information given by the Fourth Evangelist concerning 

John and h is disciples undermines the claim t h a t , f o r a time at 

l eas t , some o f these disciples remained outside the Church and took 

up an unf r i end ly a t t i t ude towards i t . 

Much o f the comment on the Fourth Gospel's presentation o f the 

min i s t ry o f John provides a f i r m negative answer t o t h i s question. 

In f a c t , the Fourth Evangelist 's testimony t o the harmonious r e l ­

at ionship between Jesus and both John and h i s disciples is" o f t en 

taken as a substant ia l ind ica t ion o f l a t e r tension between Johan-

n i t e and Christ ian groups I I t i s claimed that only against the 

background o f such tension i s i t possible to make sense o f the 
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contradict ions between the Synoptic and Johannine records, p a r t i c ­

u l a r l y i n respect o f the ear ly and unqual i f ied witness which John 

i s reported i n the Fourth Gospel to have made to Jesus as the Lamb 

o f God, Son o f God and the pre-existent Logos. The popular i ty o f 

t h i s l i n e o f i n t e rp re t a t ion i s due l a rge ly to the influence o f 

Baldensperger's thesis tha t not only i s the Fourth Gospel's t r e a t ­

ment ' o f John the Baptist and h is disciples d ic ta ted by polemic and 

apologetic against a Johannite sect claiming Messianic status f o r 

i t s founder but a lso- that the prime in ten t ion o f the Fourth Evan­

g e l i s t i n w r i t i n g h i s work was to combat the influence o f these 

Johannite claims.^" However, i n recent years the extreme elements 

i n Baldensperger*s thes is , together wi th the more modest claim that 

the Johannine presentation o f the Bapt i s t ' s min i s t ry has been i n f l u ­

enced by a contemporary c o n f l i c t between Johannites and Chr is t ians , 

have been s t rongly challenged. A summary o f the important aspects 

o f the arguments o f Baldensperger. and o f others who have taken up 

some o f h i s ideas i s therefore given below as a basis f o r discussion 

and appra isa l . 

The f i r s t mention o f John i n the Fourth Gospel occurs i n the 

midst o f the Prologue. 

There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He 

came f o r testimony, to bear witness to the l i g h t , tha t a l l 

might believe through him. He was not tha t l i g h t , but came 

to bear witness to the l i g h t . (John 1 . 6-8) 

Many scholars f e e l tha t a t t h i s point there i s a break i n the Pro-
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logue's thought and poetic s t ruc ture , and the explanation i s o f t en 

found i n taking these verses as a piece o f polemic against a Johan-

n i t e pa r ty . Relating h i s comment to Baldensperger's thesis E. F. 

Scott remarks, "Even the prologue i s in ter rupted i n order to emph­

asize the i n f e r i o r i t y o f the mere witness, to Him who was the l i g h t 

2 

i t s e l f . " Baldensperger's own views are p a r t i c u l a r l y in te res t ing 

here, f o r he argues that the language o f w . 6-8 i s c a r e f u l l y chosen 

i n order to contrast wi th other clauses i n the Prologue and so to 

impress on any fol lowers o f John the Baptist the great d i f fe rence 

between the Logos and John. Thus the Ey£.V£TO o f v . 6 i s meant to 

stand i n contrast wi th the ?jV o f v . 1 , both verbs appropriately 

d is t inguish ing between John who came onto the stage o f h i s to ry a t a 

p a r t i c u l a r moment i n time and the Logos who was from the beginning. 

According to Baldensperger, there i s also an intended contrast 

between the descript ion o f John as «£y/dpi#KO£ ( 1 . 6) and the opening 

reference to the Logos as Sees ( 1 . 1 ) . The same desire to give 

John a secondary status alongside the Logos i s f u r t h e r indicated 

by the contrast between him being sent as a servant Tdtpi & O U U . 6) 

and the exalted pos i t ion o f the Logos KpOQ 7w ( 1 . 1 ) ; and 

any i n c l i n a t i o n to worship John i s challenged by the point that men 

only come to believe Si* *Ll)ToQ ( 1 . 7 ) , whereas o f the Logos i t i s 

said that men believe eU Tt> OVcCfUL cCOVDU ( I . 1 2 ) . 3 This i s a 

good example o f how Baldensperger tends to s p o i l a good case by 

overstat ing i t , f o r these alleged contrasts do not na tu ra l ly bear 

the in t e rp re t a t ion which he places upon them. On the other hand 



his basic contention that vv . 6-8, and especial ly the l a s t o f 

these,^ should be understood as polemic-apologetic against a 

Johannite party i s more reasonable and i s r e f l e c t e d i n much l a t e r 

comment. Schnackenburg, f o r example, wr i tes con f iden t ly , "Erst 

v . 8 i s t deut l ich polemisch, und der von Evangelisten gesetzte 

Akzent i s t n ich t zu verkennen: Der Glaube s o i l sich n ich t auf 

Johannes, sondern durch ihn und sein Zeugnis auf den anderen 

r i c h t e n , der alS' das ' L i c h t ' bezeichnet w i r d . " 

Other evidence that the Evangelist 's treatment o f John the 

Baptist i s shaped by a polemic against an independent Johannite 

group i s f requent ly found i n v . 15 o f the Gospel's opening chap­

t e r . Referring to Jesus, John says, "This was he o f whom I 

sa id , 'He who comes a f t e r me ranks before me, f o r he was before 

me'" ( 1 . 15 ) . The majo r i ty o f c r i t i c s l i n k t h i s wi th the pre­

vious reference to Jesus as the pre-existent Logos and see John's 

declaration as r e f l e c t i n g a polemic against a Johannite group 

which claimed super io r i ty f o r him on the grounds that he had 

preceded Jesus i n t ime . Cullmann argues that such a chrono­

l o g i c a l argument would have ca r r ied considerable weight, as can 

be seen by the way i n which the w r i t e r o f the Pseudo-Clementine 

Homilies t r i e s to combat t h i s p r inc ip l e wi th the theory that 

where there i s a complementary pa i r o f f igures the f i r s t i n time 

always represents the e v i l p r i n c i p l e , and the second the good. 

Because o f t h i s theory o f pairs (Gu(uyCoCl) i t can be said tha t 

John comes as the f i r s t , T ^ p Q f O ^ (Horn. 2. 17) , without i n any 



way undermining the super io r i ty o f Jesus. According t o Cullmann, 

the Fourth Evangelist , anxious to r e fu te Johannite arguments tha t 

John's temporal p r i o r i t y was proof o f a superior rank, approaches 

the problem i n a d i f f e r e n t way from that followed i n the Pseudo-

Clementine l i t e r a t u r e . Instead o f a t tacking the v a l i d i t y o f the 

chronological argument he accepts i t , while a t the same time urging 

that i t i s not John who precedes Jesus, but the other way round. 

Jesus i s to be regarded as the TCpbJTOQ (John 1 . 15) by v i r tue o f 
7 

his pre-existence. 

Cullmann also suggests tha t the Fourth Evangelist tackles t h i s 

chronological argument i n a d i f f e r e n t way i n verses 26 and 30 o f 

his opening chapter. Here the Baptis t i s made t o emphasize that 

Jesus "who, i n v i r tue o f h is pre-existence, i s ac tua l ly p r i o r to 

h imself , was present among men before h i s baptism i n the Jordan, 

although at tha t time he did not know him (verse 30 ) . Before he 

was known by others, before he had even begun h i s publ ic m i n i s t r y , 

Jesus stood among themtyifitfog UfXUN (fTfjKCL (verse 2 6 ) . " 8 The 

i n t e n t i o n , says Cullmann, i s "to prove tha t even i n the sphere o f 

h i s t o r i c a l chronology the p r i o r i t y o f John the Baptist i s not as 
absolute as the other s ide , depending on the Synoptic account, t r i e d 

9 

to make ou t " . 

More indicat ions o f Johannine polemic against a Baptis t sect 

are held to be present i n the account o f John's encounter w i t h a 

deputation o f pr ies ts and Levites sent to inquire who he i s ( 1 . 19-

28) . In reply John "confessed, he did not deny, but confessed, ' I 
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am not the C h r i s t * " ( 1 . 20) . The denial i s made without any r e f ­

erence to a suggestion that he might be the Messiah, and t h i s gives 

credence to the view tha t we have here "the language o f the Chr is t ­

ian apologis t , not o f the rugged prophet o f the desert whose explan­

a t ion o f himself would have rung wi th robust pride i n his mission".^' 

Noting the pointed way i n which John denies tha t he i s the Chr is t , 

Scott thinks i t obvious that the Evangelist "must know o f some who 

have claimed t h i s d i g n i t y f o r him. Not only so, but he must regard 

the question wi th more than j u s t h i s t o r i c a l i n t e r e s t . I t may w e l l 

have been that i n the Bapt i s t ' s own l i f e t i m e extravagant claims 

were put forward on h i s behalf ; but i f they had been abandoned 

a f t e r his death there was no need to disprove them by elaborate 

evidence. Since t h i s i s done i n the Fourth Gospel, we can only 

i n f e r tha t the r e l a t i v e posi t ions o f John and Jesus were s t i l l 

debated i n the c i r c l e s f o r which the Gospel was w r i t t e n , and tha t 

i n his account o f the person and work o f the Bapt is t the w r i t e r i s 

influenced by d i rec t polemical i n t e n t i o n . " ^ " 

I t i s also argued tha t the Fourth Evangelist i s so concerned 

t o attack those who claimed Messianic d i g n i t y f o r John the Bapt is t 

that he has John deny the suggestion that he might be e i the r E l i j a h 

or the expected prophet ( 1 . 21) . These denials , states E. L . 

T i t u s , "would be meaningless apart from the assumption tha t claims 

to a special status f o r the Baptist were being advanced i n the area 
12 

where the Gospel was w r i t t e n " . The contradict ion to Synoptic 

t r a d i t i o n i s strange, although e n t i r e l y understandable when i t i s 



appreciated tha t as E l i j a h redivivus or the eschatological Prophet 

13 

John would have had Messianic s ta tus . I t may therefore be sug­

gested that John's r e j e c t i o n o f the t i t l e s o f E l i j a h redivivus and 

o f the eschatological Prophet i s i n fac t part o f a t h ree fo ld denial 

o f h is claim to the same Messianic o f f i c e . He i s not the Messiah, 

or E l i j a h r ed iv ivus , or the eschatological Prophet: he i s not the 

f i n a l human eschatological f igure before the end t ime . The 

emphatic way i n which t h i s denial i s made indicates the heat o f 

the Evangelist 's polemic, and there i s no need to accept Goguel's 

suggestion that John's f i r s t statement, " I am not the Chr i s t " , i s 

the work o f a l a t e r redactor "qui n 'a pas compris que 1'hypothese 

de Jean-Messie e t a i t deja eliminee par I ' a f f i r m a t i o n q u ' i l n ' e t a i t 

pas l e p rophete" .^ 

I t i s o f t en f e l t too that the Evangelist 's desire to r e s t r i c t 

the influence o f a contemporary Johannite movement provides the 

most 'suitable explanation o f the declaration which John i s reported 

to have made on seeing Jesus, "Behold, the Lamb o f God, who takes 

away the s in o f the wor ld ! " ( 1 . 29) Emphasizing the phrase, "who 

takes away the s in o f the wor ld" , Scobie argues that t h i s declar­

a t ion by John i s meant to be understood as a reference to the 

atoning death o f Chr i s t , and that John the Baptist i s thus made to 

ant ic ipate a theologica l i n t e rp re t a t ion o f the death o f Christ 

worked out l a t e r i n the early Church.'''*' The Pauline reference to 

the f ac t that "Chr is t , our paschal lamb, has been s a c r i f i c e d " 

( I Cor. 5. 7 ) , comes some twenty- f ive years a f t e r John's m i n i s t r y , 



and the usual verd ic t i s tha t the Fourth Evangelist i s himself 

creat ing f r e e l y here i n order to combat a Johannite group which 

may perhaps have claimed that acceptance o f John's message and bap-

16 
t ism was a l l that was necessary f o r the remission o f s ins . 

The Fourth Evangelist 's determination to deal wi th a t roub le ­

some Johannite group i s also alleged to be present i n the manner i n 

which he t rea ts John's baptismal a c t i v i t i e s . John i s not given the 

t i t l e "the Bapt i s t " , most probably because t h i s aspect o f h i s min­

i s t r y was an important f ac to r i n the exaggerated esteem i n which he 

17 

was he ld . The Evangelist refuses to make e x p l i c i t reference t o 

the baptism o f Jesus by John, and commentators generally see t h i s 

as touching on an issue which must have been a serious bone o f con­

ten t ion between Christ ian and Johannite groups. I t i s e n t i r e l y 

credible tha t i n h o s t i l e dialogue wi th the Chris t ian Church the 

Johannites were quick to argue along the same l ines as Bultmann 

does today. "Die i n i h r e r Geschichtl ichkeit n ich t zu bestreitende 

Tatsache, dass sich Jesus von Johannes hat taufen lassen, beweist, 
18 

dass Jesus eine Zei t lang zu den Tauferjungern gehSrt ha t . " This 

being so the Fourth Evangelist , unable to deny the event which 

carr ied wi th i t an impl ica t ion tha t John's prestige was greater 

than tha t o f Jesus, alludes to i t i n such a way as t o neutra l ize 

such deductions. 

And John bore witness, " I saw the S p i r i t descend as a dove 

from heaven, and i t remained on him. I myself d id not 

know him; but he who sent me to baptize w i t h water said t o 



me, 'He on whom you see the S p i r i t descend and remain, t h i s 

i s he who baptizes w i t h the Holy S p i r i t . " 1 ( 1 . 32-33) 

The baptism o f Jesus i s important only i n that i t i s the occasion 

when John i n a prophetic v i s ion recognizes Jesus as he who i s come 

to give the Holy S p i r i t . This would e f f e c t i v e l y answer the charge 

that Jesus was subordinate to John; i f there i s any subordination 

inherent i n the event then i t i s that John, unlike Jesus, does not 

possess the S p i r i t . The subtle a l lus ion to the baptism o f Jesus 

i s made also the occasion f o r John's open declaration that Jesus 

i s the Son o f God ( 1 . 34) , a declaration considered by Scobie to 

be an "anachronism" designed to make quite clear the unique and 
20 

honoured pos i t ion o f Jesus. 

This witness o f John the Baptist to Jesus as the Son o f God i s 

reported to have been followed on the next day by a declaration 

that Jesus was the Lamb o f God ( 1 . 36) . The statement i s made i n 

the presence o f two of John's d i sc ip l e s . Consequently they leave 

t h e i r master to fo l low Jesus and acknowledge him t o be the Messiah 

( 1 . M-l). This Johannine account o f the c a l l i n g o f the f i r s t d i s ­

ciples d i f f e r s s i g n i f i c a n t l y from the Synoptic record, and the 

explanation i s said by some to l i e i n the Evangelist 's desire t o 

attack the Johannite party and win i t over to the Christ ian Church. 

The story i s t o l d so as t o suggest that John himself welcomed the 

transference o f l o y a l t y from himself to Jesus; and Baldensperger 

argues fu r the r tha t the response of these disc iples i s put forward 
21 

as an example f o r other Johannites to f o l l o w . The account might 



be expected t o have some appeal f o r any Johannites wavering i n 

t h e i r allegiance to t h e i r own t r a d i t i o n s and a t t rac ted perhaps t o 

22 

the Chris t ian Church. They are to be "no longer i n any doubt 

as t o the proper procedure. I f any pers is t i n c l i n g i n g to the 

Baptist movement, i t i s i n the face o f the manifest testimony and 
23 

in tent o f t h e i r master." 

Another d i f ference between the Johannine and Synoptic Gospels 

concerns the question whether or not there was an overlap o f the 

min i s t r i e s o f Jesus and John. The Markan note, "Now a f t e r John 

was arrested, Jesus came in to Gal i lee , preaching the gospel o f 

God" ( 1 . 14) , w i th i t s possible impl ica t ion tha t the min is t ry o f 

Jesus was second-best to the one t r a g i c a l l y c u r t a i l e d by Antipas, 

i s contradicted by the Johannine pic ture o f the contemporaneous 

min i s t r i e s o f Jesus and the Baptist ( 3 . 22-24; 4 . 1 ) . I t i s 

argued tha t t h i s p ic ture o f p a r a l l e l min i s t r i e s i s emphasized by 

the Evangelist i n order to thwart any objections that Jesus i s 

merely John's successor. In deliberate contrast perhaps to the 

Synoptic p ic ture o f widespread support f o r John the Baptist (Matt . 

3. 5; Mark 1 . 5; Luke 3. 7 ) , the Fourth Evangelist has John's 

own disciples report t o t h e i r master that a l l are going out to 

24 

Jesus (3 . 26) . The success o f Jesus, and the fac t t ha t both 

he and John were working alongside each other, i s reported i n such 

a way as to ru l e out any speculation that there was r i v a l r y between 

the two men. "The fac t that Jesus had eclipsed him does not rouse 

the Baptist t o r i v a l r y - not i n t h i s s t o ry . He accepts what has 



happened as inevi tab le f o r two reasons. F i r s t s since he f i n i shed 

his own work wi th the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f Jesus, he had expected to 

become less and less important. Second, he had already i d e n t i f i e d 

Jesus i n the highest possible categories; there fore , the church 

(the br ide) belonged to Jesus, and he himself could claim s i g n i f i -
25 

cance only inasmuch as he was a f r i e n d o f Jesus ( 3 . 25-30)." A l l 

t h i s can conveniently be set against a background o f c o n f l i c t 
26 

between Chris t ian and Johannite groups. 

I f the hand o f the Evangelist i s to be seen i n the correct ive 

o f John 4. 2, that Jesus did not himself, baptize (contra, 3. 22, 26 

1 ) , then the impl ica t ion would be that the inconsistency i s due 

to the i n t e n s i t y o f h i s polemic. "The l i t e r a r y opportunism o f the 

author permits him to have Jesus outbaptize John, that i s , to beat 

him on h i s own terms, and so s a t i s f y the demands o f the immediate 

context . But he does not wish to give the impression tha t t h i s 

was r e a l l y Jesus' mode o f operation, so he hastens to make the 
27 

co r rec t ion . " 

Specif ic confirmation that the fol lowers o f John the Baptist 

continued to be act ive as an independent body a f t e r h is death, and 

tha t t h i s has influenced the account i n the Fourth Gospel o f the 

Baptist and h i s d i sc ip les , i s sometimes found i n the Johannine 

reference t o a dispute that some o f John's disciples had wi th a 

Jew {^LCToL HouSaCLOU) over the question o f p u r i f y i n g ( 7T€pt 

Ks6&(pt0jp(.OU) ( 3 . 25) . Instead o f "a Jew", some manuscripts read 

and t h i s uncertainty lends some support to the con-
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jecture that the o r i g i n a l reading was TflV IridoO, or 

Acceptance o f e i ther o f these two readings as the o r i g i n a l t ex t i s 

s t rongly advocated by Goguel, who argues tha t the present version 

i s due to the Fourth Evangelist 's reluctance to supplement the 

story o f the Bapt i s t ' s testimony i n chapter 1 by a reference to a 

disputat ion between h is disciples and those o f Jesus, i f not Jesus 

himself . I t would have discredi ted his polemical cause to ack­

nowledge tha t the present tension between the Johannites and the 

Chris t ian Church was not without a basis during the min i s t r i e s o f 

Jesus and John, when there was disagreement on the question o f 

p u r i f i c a t i o n . 

• The other references to John i n the Fourth Gospel are s i m i ­

l a r l y claimed to represent not so much a contradic t ion t o the 

evidence f o r a continuing Johannite movement as an attempt to 

attack t h i s very phenomenon. John's ro le as a witness to Jesus 

i s an honoured and an important one, but the Fourth Evangelist i s 

apparently so concerned to combat the exaggerated views o f John's 

importance held by a contemporary Johannite par ty that he avoids 

stressing overmuch even t h i s aspect o f John's m i n i s t r y . Jesus has 

a greater witness than tha t o f John, whose good work i n i l l u m i n a t i n g 

the mission o f Jesus was but temporary ( 5 . 35-36). This concern 

to q u a l i f y s t r i c t l y the s igni f icance o f John i s found again i n 10. 

40-42. Included wi th references to the t r u t h f u l testimony o f John 

t o Jesus ( v . 41) , and to the success o f Jesus i n an area where John 

had f i r s t operated ( v . 40) , there i s a mention o f the f a c t tha t 
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"John did so s ign" ( v . 41) . This point must be compared wi th 

Mark 6. 14, which implies that John d id work miracles . Luke's 

reference t o the common speculation tha t John was the Messiah ( 3 . 

15) also leaves room f o r the inference tha t miracles performed by 
29 

John had played t h e i r part i n encouraging t h i s b e l i e f . Cer ta inly 

the working o f miracles by John could have been understood as an 

ind ica t ion o f his Messianic a u t h o r i t y . The note i n John 10. 41 i s 

perhaps then to be taken as a rather obvious piece o f polemic against 

the fol lowers o f John the Baptist who, r i g h t l y or wrongly, a f f i rmed 

that t h e i r master had worked miracles. 

Against the background o f the non-Johannine evidence f o r the 

existence o f he re t i ca l views o f the Bapt i s t ' s mission there i s much 

that i s impressive i n t h i s argument that the d i s t i n c t i v e account o f 

John's person and work given by the Fourth Evangelist i s d ic ta ted 

by polemic against a Johannite sect . On the other hand, i t i s 

important to remember tha t though the indicat ions outside the Fourth 

Gospel o f the existence o f extreme views about John the Baptis t 

great ly strengthen the argument which seeks to in t e rp re t the Johan-

nine references to John as part o f an anti-Johannite polemic, much 

depends also on whether or not there i s reason to suspect the 

accuracy o f the pic ture o f John given i n the Fourth Gospel. A 

decade or so ago such suspicion was general, but recent studies 

have tended to emphasize the c r e d i b i l i t y o f the repor t o f John's 
30 

min is t ry found i n i t h e Fourth Gospel.. This i s a s i g n i f i c a n t 

development, f o r the more l i k e l y i t i s tha t the Johannine references 
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t o John r e f l e c t a r e l i a b l e h i s t o r i c a l t r a d i t i o n o f h i s w o r k , t h e 

l e s s d e f i n i t e i t becomes t h a t t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t i s c o n d u c t i n g 

a s t r o n g p o l e m i c a g a i n s t a c o n t e m p o r a r y J o h a n n i t e movement . The 

t y p e o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o u t l i n e d i n t h e p r e c e d i n g p a g e s , w h i c h i s 

c h a r a c t e r i z e d b y a g e n e r a l s u s p i c i o n o f t h e t r u s t w o r t h i n e s s o f t h e 

J o h a n n i n e r e c o r d a b o u t John t h e B a p t i s t , w o u l d c l e a r l y s t a n d i n need 

o f s u b s t a n t i a l r e v i s i o n i f i t c o u l d be d e m o n s t r a t e d t h a t t h e i n f o r ­

m a t i o n g i v e n a b o u t John i n t h e F o u r t h Gospe l i s b a s e d upon t h e a c t u a l 

h i s t o r i c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f h i s m i n i s t r y . 

An i m p o r t a n t i n i t i a l q u e s t i o n h e r e i s t h a t o f t h e p o s s i b l e 

dependence o f t h e F o u r t h Gospe l on t h e S y n o p t i c G o s p e l s . I f depend­

ence c o u l d be d e m o n s t r a t e d i t w o u l d be n a t u r a l t o suppose t h a t t h e 

p e c u l i a r a s p e c t s o f J o h n ' s m i n i s t r y i n t h e F o u r t h Gospe l a r e due t o 

t h e c r e a t i v e , i f n o t t o t h e p o l e m i c a l a c t i v i t y o f t h e E v a n g e l i s t . 

However , most c r i t i c s no l o n g e r b e l i e v e such a d e m o n s t r a t i o n t o be 

p o s s i b l e . The t r e n d t o d a y , as F u l l e r p o i n t s o u t , " i s t o r e q u i r e a 

h i g h p e r c e n t a g e o f v e r b a l agreement p l u s agreement i n o r d e r b e f o r e 
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c o n c l u d i n g l i t e r a r y dependence" . T h i s makes e s p e c i a l l y s u s p e c t 

t h e c l a i m t h a t t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t i s dependent on t h e S y n o p t i c 

Gospe l s f o r a t l e a s t some o f h i s i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h e B a p t i s t ; a n d 

t h e most s a t i s f a c t o r y e x p l a n a t i o n appea r s t o be t h a t t h e a u t h o r o f 

t h e F o u r t h Gospe l has d e r i v e d i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t John f r o m an i n d e -
32 

p e n d e n t t r a d i t i o n o f h i s w o r k . The i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s i s t h a t 

each d i s t i n c t i v e f e a t u r e o f t h e J o h a n n i n e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f J o h n ' s 

m i s s i o n a n d r e l a t i o n s h i p t o Jesus mus t be e x a m i n e d i n o r d e r t o see 



i f t h e i n f o r m a t i o n g i v e n i s t r u s t w o r t h y . 

A c o n v e n i e n t s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r t h i s s t u d y i s t h e r e f e r e n c e 

o f t h e B a p t i s t t o Jesus w h i c h i s r e p o r t e d i n John 1 . 15 and 1 . 3 0 . 

" T h i s was he o f whom I s a i d , 'He who comes a f t e r me r a n k s b e f o r e me, 

f o r he was b e f o r e m e 1 " ( v . 1 5 ) . As i n d i c a t e d e a r l i e r , t h i s s t a t e -

ment i s r e g a r d e d b y C u l l m a n n and o t h e r s as p o l e m i c a l f a n t a s y 

33 

r a t h e r t h a n h i s t o r i c a l f a c t . But t h i s j u d g e m e n t has n o t gone 

u n c h a l l e n g e d , and v a r i o u s a t t e m p t s have been made t o e s t a b l i s h t h e 

e s s e n t i a l h i s t o r i c i t y o f J o h n ' s r e m a r k . 

For e x a m p l e , Dodd, t a k i n g 1 . 30 as more l i k e l y t o be' t r a d ­

i t i o n a l t h a n 1 . 1 5 , a rgues t h a t OXltfO) JJU>U <Lpf£X<Ll oCVfjp i s n o t 

t o be u n d e r s t o o d i n a t e m p o r a l s e n s e , b u t as mean ing " t h e r e i s a 
34 •* ' 

man f o l l o w i n g m e " . He t h e n s u g g e s t s t h a t T^MftQS jUO m i g h t 

mean "my s u p e r i o r " and t h a t a p o s s i b l e t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e w h o l e 

v e r s e w o u l d b e , "There i s a man i n my f o l l o w i n g who has t a k e n 

p recedence o f me, because he i s a n d a l w a y s has been e s s e n t i a l l y my 

35 

s u p e r i o r . " Dodd b e l i e v e s t h a t t h i s makes sense as a r e l i a b l e 

p i e c e o f t r a d i t i o n , r e f l e c t i n g t h e f a c t t h a t Jesus was a t one t i m e 

a f o l l o w e r o f John t h e B a p t i s t . A g a i n s t D o d d ' s a rgument must be 

s t r e s s e d t h e g u l f be tween t h e c l a i m t h a t Jesus was once an a d h e r e n t 

o f John and t h e a s s e r t i o n t h a t John f r e e l y r e c o g n i z e d t h e s u p e r ­

i o r i t y o f h i s f o r m e r f o l l o w e r . The re i s l i t t l e o r no r e l i a b l e 

i n d i c a t i o n i n t h e S y n o p t i c Gospels t h a t t h e B a p t i s t made t h i s r e c -

36 

o g n i t i o n , and i t must be c o n s i d e r e d d o u b t f u l i f Dodd ' s a n a l y s i s 

o f John 1 . 30 makes i t r e a s o n a b l e t o a c c e p t t h a t t h i s was t h e 
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a t t i t u d e t a k e n b y John t o J e s u s . I t i s n o t c e r t a i n t h a t 1 . 30 has 

a g r e a t e r c l a i m t o be more t r a d i t i o n a l t h a n 1 . 1 5 ; and Dodd a d m i t s 

t h a t h i s p r o p o s e d t r a n s l a t i o n o f J o h n ' s words r e p o r t e d i n 1 . 30 i s 

l e s s n a t u r a l f o r 1 . 15 and M a t t . 3 . 1 1 9 where t h e p h r a s e 6 OKiGU 

JJLOU dp^6fJL£yfa5 i s f o u n d . F u r t h e r , an e a r l i e r a n a l y s i s o f J o h n ' s 

message, b a s e d on t h e S y n o p t i c d a t a , s t r o n g l y i n d i c a t e d t h a t he 

p i c t u r e d t h e one coming a f t e r h i m n o t as one o f h i s own d i s c i p l e s , 

37 

b u t as a f i g u r e e x p e c t e d i n t h e f u t u r e . I t i s a l s o s i g n i f i c a n t 

t h a t Dodd i s c a r e f u l t o n o t e t h a t h i s t r a n s l a t i o n o f 7ljpA>TE>C f*OU 

fjV i s no more t h a n a p o s s i b i l i t y , a n d t h a t t h e p h r a s e may have 

been added b y t h e E v a n g e l i s t i n o r d e r t o l i n k t h e s t a t e m e n t o f John 
38 

w i t h h i s own d o c t r i n e o f t h e p r e - e x i s t e n t L o g o s . 

An a l t e r n a t i v e a t t e m p t t o g i v e John 1 . 15 a n d 1 . 30 a g r o u n d ­

i n g i n t h e h i s t o r i c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f t h e B a p t i s t ' s m i n i s t r y i s 

made b y B r o w n , who t a k e s up R o b i n s o n ' s c l a i m t h a t John t h e B a p t i s t 
39 

saw h i m s e l f as p r e p a r i n g t h e way f o r an E l i j a h l i k e f i g u r e . Brown 

s u g g e s t s t h a t a g a i n s t t h e b a c k g r o u n d o f R o b i n s o n ' s t h e s i s , t h e 

s t a t e m e n t , "He who comes a f t e r me r a n k s b e f o r e me, f o r he was b e f o r e 

me" , i s e x p l i c a b l e as an a u t h e n t i c u t t e r a n c e o f J o h n . " O f no o t h e r 

f i g u r e i n t h e O l d Tes t amen t c o u l d John t h e B a p t i s t have s a i d t h a t as 

t r u l y as o f E l i j a h , who had e x i s t e d n i n e h u n d r e d y e a r s b e f o r e h i m , 

and y e t who was e x p e c t e d t o come as a messenger b e f o r e God ' s f i n a l 

40 

j u d g e m e n t . " The g r e a t weakness o f B r o w n ' s a rgumen t i s t h a t he 

does n o t examine c r i t i c a l l y R o b i n s o n ' s c l a i m t h a t John l o o k e d f o r ­

w a r d t o t h e coming o f E l i j a h , a c l a i m w h i c h i s i n c o n s i s t e n t w i t h 
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much o f t h e S y n o p t i c d a t a and w h i c h r e s t s upon an i n c o r r e c t i n t e r -

4 1 

p r e t a t i o n o f H a l . 3 . 1 - 3 . 

A s i m i l a r t y p e o f s u g g e s t i o n t o t h a t o f Brown has been made 

b y B r o w n l e e , who b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e s t a t e m e n t i n q u e s t i o n i s c o n ­

s i s t e n t w i t h t h e B a p t i s t ' s e x p e c t a t i o n o f t h e Son o f Man " o f whom 

i t was easy t o i n f e r p r e - e x i s t e n c e f r o m t h e p i c t u r e s g i v e n i n I 

42 

E n o c h . " Here t o o , t h e weakes t p o i n t o f t h e a rgumen t i s i t s 

i n i t i a l p r e m i s e , i n t h i s case t h e c l a i m t h a t John t h e B a p t i s t 

e x p e c t e d a Son o f Man t y p e f i g u r e . The e v i d e n c e i n s u p p o r t o f 
43 

t h i s c l a i m i s f a r f r o m c o n c l u s i v e , ' and B r o w n l e e ' s own r e l i a n c e 

on t h e e v i d e n c e o f I I ( 4 ) Esd ras a b o u t t h e Son o f Man i s e s p e c i a l l y 

s u s p e c t s i n c e t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n mos t p r o b a b l y d a t e s f r o m t h e p e r i o d 

f o l l o w i n g t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f J e r u s a l e m i n A . D . 7 0 . 

I t w o u l d a p p e a r t h e r e f o r e t h a t t h e r e i s l i t t l e t o s u p p o r t t h e 

c l a i m t h a t John t h e B a p t i s t r e a l l y spoke t h e words r e p o r t e d i n 

John 1 . 1 5 , 3 0 . I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t o o t h a t b o t h Dodd and B r o w n l e e 

concede t h a t t h e s e v e r s e s a r e i n agreement w i t h t h e Logos d o c t r i n e 
44 

o f t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l . Brown goes f u r t h e r a n d r i g h t l y i n s i s t s 
t h a t i n t h e S i t z i m E v a n g e l i u m J o h n ' s u t t e r a n c e s a r e meant t o be 

u n d e r s t o o d w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o t h e v i e w o f Jesus as t h e p r e - e x i s t e n t 

45 

l o g o s ; a n d t h e s t r o n g p r o b a b i l i t y must be t h a t t h e F o u r t h Evang­

e l i s t c r e a t e d t h e s e words i n o r d e r t o e s t a b l i s h t h i s c o n n e c t i o n . 

T h i s does n o t o f c o u r s e p r o v e t h a t he was most c o n c e r n e d t o a t t a c k 

a J o h a n n i t e s e c t , b u t i t does c l e a r l y i n d i c a t e t h a t he e x e r c i s e d some 

f r e e d o m i n p r e s e n t i n g h i s a c c o u n t o f t h e p e r s o n a n d w o r k o f John t h e 
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B a p t i s t . 

A s i m i l a r c o n c l u s i o n i s demanded b y an a n a l y s i s o f t h e w h o l e 

s e c t i o n John 1 . 1 9 - 3 7 , w h i c h d e a l s w i t h t h e B a p t i s t ' s m i s s i o n a n d 

i t s r e l a t i o n t o t h a t o f J e s u s . T h i s s e c t i o n opens w i t h an a c c o u n t 

o f a d e p u t a t i o n o f " p r i e s t s and L e v i t e s " s e n t b y t h e Jews o f J e r u s ­

a l e m t o i n q u i r e o f J o h n ' s s t a t u s ( 1 . 1 9 ) . Dodd r e j e c t s t h e c h a r g e 

t h a t t h i s r e f e r e n c e c o n s t i t u t e s a h i n t t h a t we have h e r e an " i d e a l 

s cene" c o n s t r u c t e d b y t h e E v a n g e l i s t i n o r d e r t o " i n t r o d u c e t h e 

d e n i a l o f J o h n ' s c l a i m t o m e s s i a n i c s t a t u s and t h e a s s e r t i o n o f t h e 

c l a i m o f J e s u s " . He does n o t a c c e p t t h e s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h e 

r e f e r e n c e t o " p r i e s t s and L e v i t e s " i s a l i t e r a r y r e m i n i s c e n c e o f 

t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t , and he a rgues t h a t i f t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t was 

compos ing f r e e l y h e r e t h e n he w o u l d s u r e l y have f o l l o w e d h i s u s u a l 

p r a c t i c e o f naming t h e l e a d e r s o f t h e J e w i s h o p p o s i t i o n . I n 

Dodd ' s v i e w , t h e b e s t e x p l a n a t i o n i s t h a t t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t i s 

h e r e d r a w i n g on a t r a d i t i o n g o i n g b a c k t o t h e p e r i o d b e f o r e A . D . 70 

when t h e t w o f o l d m i n i s t r y o f " p r i e s t s and L e v i t e s " was s t i l l f u n c -

48 

t i o n i n g c o n s p i c u o u s l y a t J e r u s a l e m . T h i s c o n c l u s i o n i s n o t a 

s a t i s f y i n g o n e . Too much w e i g h t must n o t be g i v e n t o Dodd ' s c l a i m 

t h a t i f t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t was i n v e n t i n g t h i s scene t h e n he w o u l d 

have m e n t i o n e d t h e oLpJ(l£.p£lS o r fieCpLCSoCtOL as t h e l e a d e r s o f t h e 

d e p u t a t i o n . F . E . W i l l i a m s makes t h e r e l e v a n t p o i n t t h a t " ' c h i e f 

p r i e s t s ' a r e h a r d l y a p p r o p r i a t e messengers t o be s e n t b y t h e ' J e w s ' . 

As f o r t h e P h a r i s e e s , o r d i n a r i l y p r o m i n e n t i n t h e f o u r t h g o s p e l , t h e y 
49 

do n o t a p p e a r i n John 1 . 19 because t h e y a r e needed a l i t t l e l a t e r . " 



W i l l i a m s a l so , a r g u e s a g a i n s t t h e c r e d i b i l i t y o f t h e a c c o u n t o f t h e 

d e p u t a t i o n t o t h e B a p t i s t d e s c r i b e d i n John 1 . 19 on t h e g r o u n d s 

t h a t L e v i t e s , s a c e r d o t a l a s s i s t a n t s w i t h c a r e f u l l y d e f i n e d d u t i e s , 

w o u l d p r o b a b l y n o t have a s s o c i a t e d w i t h p r i e s t s on an e r r a n d o f 

t h i s k i n d . ^ 

I n t h e case o f J o h n ' s d e n i a l o f M e s s i a n i c s t a t u s i n 1 . 2 0 , 

Dodd b e l i e v e s t h a t l i k e v . 19 t h i s r e s t s on an e a r l i e r t r a d i t i o n 

w h i c h may be h i s t o r i c a l l y r e l i a b l e Echoes o f t h i s same d e n i a l 

a r e f o u n d i n Luke 3 . 15 a n d A c t s 1 3 . 2 5 , a n d i t i s a r g u a b l e t h a t 

t h e s e two r e f e r e n c e s owe more t o e a r l i e r t r a d i t i o n s t h a n t o t h e 
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hand o f L u k e . I t seems c l e a r a l s o f r o m t h e r e p o r t o f J o h n ' s 

message g i v e n i n M a t t . 3 . 1 1 and Luke 3 . 16 t h a t he was c o n c e r n e d 

t o p o i n t away f r o m h i m s e l f and h i s own b a p t i s m t o a g r e a t e r one 

a b o u t t o come w i t h a s p i r i t - b a p t i s m . These c o n s i d e r a t i o n s g i v e 

an e l e m e n t o f v e r a c i t y t o t h e B a p t i s t ' s d e n i a l t h a t he was t h e 

M e s s i a h a n d o f f e r s u p p o r t t o t h e c l a i m t h a t t h e n o t e i n John 1 . 20 

s h o u l d be u n d e r s t o o d as a g e n u i n e p i e c e o f h i s t o r i c a l i n f o r m a t i o n . 

The f o l l o w i n g v e r s e , where John i s r e p o r t e d t o have r e j e c t e d s u g ­

g e s t i o n s t h a t he m i g h t be E l i j a h , o r " t h e p r o p h e t " , i s p e r h a p s o f 

a s i m i l a r c h a r a c t e r . I t i s t r u e t h a t J o h n ' s d e n i a l o f t h e name 

E l i j a h i s s t r a n g e when s e t a g a i n s t t h e S y n o p t i c r e c o r d (Mark 9 . 13 

M a t t . 1 7 . 1 1 ; M a t t . 1 1 . 1 4 ; Luke 1 . 1 7 ) , b u t i t may be a r g u e d 

t h a t t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t i s i n t o u c h h e r e w i t h a r e l i a b l e t r a d ­

i t i o n on t h e g r o u n d s t h a t t h e S y n o p t i c a c c o u n t s do n o t d e s c r i b e 
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John h i m s e l f c l a i m i n g t o be E l i j a h . I t i s . p o s s i b l e t h a t John 



c o n c e i v e d t h e c h a r a c t e r o f t h e i m p e n d i n g c r i s i s , a n d h i s own r e l a ­

t i o n s h i p t o i t , i n g e n e r a l t e r m s o n l y , and t h a t he c o n s e q u e n t l y 

r e j e c t e d any a t t e m p t t o c l a s s i f y h i s own p e r s o n i n t e r m s o f c u r r e n t 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l t h o u g h t . I f s o , t h i s w o u l d a l s o e x p l a i n h i s r e j e c t ­

i o n o f t h e s u g g e s t i o n t h a t he m i g h t be " t h e p r o p h e t " , most p r o b a b l y 

t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t o f t h e end t i m e . 

I n t h e p r e s e n t c o n t e x t , t h e g r e a t weakness o f t h i s a t t e m p t t o 

e s t a b l i s h t h e a c c u r a c y o f John 1 . 2 0 - 2 1 i s t h a t t h e g r e a t e r t h e 

degree o f h i s t o r i c i t y t o be f o u n d i n t h e B a p t i s t ' s d e n i a l t h a t he 

i s t h e M e s s i a h , E l i j a h , o r t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t , t h e more 

p r o b a b l e becomes t h e v i e w t h a t John e x e r c i s e d a M e s s i a n i c r o l e i n 

p r e p a r i n g f o r Yahweh's i m m i n e n t i n t e r v e n t i o n i n h i s t o r y . I f , as 

Dodd c l a i m s , t h e B a p t i s t " p l a c e d t h e i d e a l f i g u r e o f t h e M e s s i a h 
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f u l l y i n t h e c e n t r e o f t h e c r i s i s now i m p e n d i n g " , i t i s d i f f i c u l t 

t o see how t h e b e l i e f t h a t t h e B a p t i s t was h i m s e l f t h e M e s s i a h 

c o u l d have been so w i d e s p r e a d t h a t , i n t h e J o h a n n i n e c o n t e x t a t 

l e a s t , he must r e j e c t t h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n b e f o r e i t i s p u t t o h i m 

f o r m a l l y b y h i s q u e s t i o n e r s . I f , on t h e o t h e r h a n d , J o h n ' s r o l e 

was t h a t o f p r e p a r i n g f o r t h e Kingdom o f God, i t w o u l d e x p l a i n 

a d e q u a t e l y t h e v i e w s o f h i m as t h e M e s s i a h , E l i j a h r e d i v i v u s , a n d 

t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t , w h i c h a r e a p p a r e n t l y r e f l e c t e d i n t h e 

e p i s o d e d e s c r i b e d i n 1 . 2 0 - 2 1 . T h a t John s h o u l d i n t u r n have been 

c o n c e r n e d t o .deny t h i s s p e c u l a t i o n i s e x p l i c a b l e on t h e g rounds 

t h a t a c c e p t a n c e o f t h e s e fcrmal t i t l e s m i g h t have r e s u l t e d i n m i s ­

c o n c e p t i o n s a b o u t h i s m i n i s t r y , a n d c o n c e n t r a t e d a t t e n t i o n o n t o h i s 
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own p e r s o n a n d away f r o m t h e awesome coming o f Yahweh. 

Bu t t h e a t t e m p t t o e s t a b l i s h t h e h i s t o r i c a l r e l i a b i l i t y o f 

John 1 . 2 0 - 2 1 c a n n o t be p r e s s e d t o o f a r . I f , as s u g g e s t e d e a r l -
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• i e r , t h e t i t l e s o f M e s s i a h , E l i j a h , a n d t h e p r o p h e t , i n d i c a t e t h e 

same b a s i c o f f i c e o f p r e p a r i n g t h e way f o r Yahweh 's K i n g d o m , t h e n 

i t i s n a t u r a l t o suppose t h a t t h i s p o i n t e d t h r e e f o l d d e n i a l t o t h e 

one r o l e i s d i c t a t e d b y t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t ' s t h e o l o g i c a l m o t i v e s . 

I t must be n o t e d a l s o t h a t t h e i m m e d i a t e i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e Bap-

d e n y i n g C h r i s t w h i c h i s f o u n d b o t h i n t h e F o u r t h Gospe l ( 9 . 2 2 ; 
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1 2 . 4 2 ; 1 3 . 3 8 ; 1 8 . 2 5 , 2 7 ) a n d e l s e w h e r e i n t h e New T e s t a m e n t . 

T h i s p r o b a b l y c o n s t i t u t e s some f u r t h e r s u p p o r t f o r t h e c l a i m t h a t 

t h e w h o l e o f John 1 . 2 0 - 2 1 i s t h e r e s u l t o f t h e E v a n g e l i s t ' s c r e a ­

t i v e i m a g i n a t i o n . 

F o l l o w i n g h i s a s s e r t i o n t h a t he i s n o t t h e M e s s i a h , E l i j a h 

r e d i v i v u s , o r t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l P r o p h e t , John d e c l a r e s p o s i t i v e l y , 

I s a i a h s a i d . ( 1 . 2 3 ) 

The a r g u m e n t o f Dodd h e r e i s t h a t t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t d rew t h i s 

q u o t a t i o n o f I s . 4 0 . 3 f r o m a good i n d e p e n d e n t t r a d i t i o n w h i c h 

r e p r e s e n t e d John t h e B a p t i s t as c i t i n g t h i s v e r s e i n o r d e r t o 

npvrj&tro (XV KM, OUK t i s t ' s d e n i a l o f M e s s i a h s h i p -&LL U 

a)tio\6yr) I S c l e a r l y e d i t o r i a l , t h e use o f t h e v e r b s oev 
ouoXoyeiv and £.pvei(f(L L s u g g e s t i n g t h e theme o f c o n f e s s i n g 

i s c l e a r l y e d i t o r i a l , t h e use o f t h e v e r b s 

s u g g e s t i n g t h e theme o f c o n f e s s i n g a n d 

I am t h e v o i c e o f one c r y i n g i n t h e w i l d e r n e s s , "Make 

s t r a i g h t t h e way o f t h e L o r d , " as t h e p r o p h e t 

d e f i n e h i s own m i s s i o n . 
57 

I t i s c e r t a i n l y p o s s i b l e t h a t t h e use 



o f £JJI0(JV/odT€ » i n s t e a d o f t h e £TOLJjJi6tCrC o f t h e S y n o p t i c s and 

LXX, i n d i c a t e s t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t ' s r e l i a n c e on a s o u r c e o t h e r 

t h a n t h e S y n o p t i c Gospels and n o t a c o n d e n s a t i o n o r p a r a p h r a s e o f 

58 

t h e i r c i t a t i o n o f t h i s p h r a s e . T h e r e i s a l s o some f o r c e i n 

t h e a r g u m e n t t h a t s i n c e t h e t e x t i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h J o h n ' s m i s s i o n 

i n a l l f o u r Gospe l s " t h e most n a t u r a l e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h e c o n n e c t i o n 

w o u l d seem t o b e , as t h e f o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t s a y s , t h a t i t was u sed 

b y t h e B a p t i s t h i m s e l f " . ^ B o t h D o d d ^ a n d R o b i n s o n ^ c i t e a 

passage f r o m t h e Qumrari Manua l o f D i s c i p l i n e i n s u p p o r t o f t h e i r 

common c o n t e n t i o n t h a t John h i m s e l f m i g h t have i n t e r p r e t e d h i s 

r o l e a g a i n s t t h e b a c k g r o u n d o f I s . 4 0 . 3 . 

When t h e s e t h i n g s come t o pass f o r t h e communi ty i n I s r a e l , 

b y t h e s e r e g u l a t i o n s t h e y s h a l l be s e p a r a t e d f r o © t h e m i d s t 

o f t h e men o f e r r o r t o go t o t h e w i l d e r n e s s t o p r e p a r e t h e 

way o f t h e L o r d , as i t i s w r i t t e n , " I n t h e w i l d e r n e s s p r e - . 

p a r e t h e way o f t h e L o r d , make s t r a i g h t i n t h e d e s e r t a 

h i g h w a y f o r o u r G o d . " T h i s i s t h e s t u d y o f t h e l a w as he 
62 

commanded t h r o u g h Moses . 

Dodd comments , " I f t h e men o f Qumran b e l i e v e d t h e m s e l v e s t o have 

been c a l l e d ( o r b e l i e v e d t h a t t h e y m i g h t i n f u t u r e be c a l l e d , 

a c c o r d i n g t o t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a d o p t e d ) t o f i l l t h e r o l e o f t h e 

V o i c e i n t h e W i l d e r n e s s , so may John t h e B a p t i s t have b e l i e v e d 
h i m s e l f c a l l e d , t h o u g h h i s c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e r o l e wen t somewhat 

6 3 

beyond ' t h e s t u d y o f t h e l a w ' . " The g e n e r a l a rgument i s a t t r a c ­

t i v e and s h o u l d p r o b a b l y be a c c e p t e d , a l t h o u g h i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g 



132 

t h a t Dodd h i m s e l f i s c a r e f u l t o n o t e t h a t " s i n c e o u r a u t h o r i s c o n ­
c e r n e d . . t o p r e s e n t t h e B a p t i s t i n t h e c h a r a c t e r o f ' w i t n e s s * , p a r 
e x c e l l e n c e , i t may be t h a t he p l a c e d t h e q u o t a t i o n i n t h e mouth o f 
t h e w i t n e s s w i t h d e l i b e r a t e i n t e n t i o n " . ^ 

I n w . 26a and 27 o f J o h n ' s f i r s t c h a p t e r t h e r e i s a d i s t i n c t 

echo o f t h e S y n o p t i c r e p o r t o f t h e B a p t i s t ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f h i s own 

w a t e r - b a p t i s m , and o f t h e c o n t r a s t w h i c h he makes be tween h i m s e l f 

and t h e Coming One w i t h r e f e r e n c e t o t h e m e t a p h o r o f t h e t a s k o f 

r e m o v i n g s a n d a l s . But i n n o t i n g J o h n ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f h i s own 

b a p t i s m and t h a t o f t h e Coming One, t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t w i d e l y 

s e p a r a t e s t h e two r e f e r e n c e s ( 1 . 26a and 1 . 3 3 b ) , a n d he makes no 

m e n t i o n o f t h e Coming One ' s b a p t i s m w i t h f i r e , as r e c o r d e d i n M a t t . 

3 . 15 a n d Luke 3 . 1 6 . O b j e c t i o n t o t h e a c c u r a c y o f J o h n ' s r e f e r ­

ence t o t h e Coming One b a p t i z i n g i n t h e h o l y s p i r i t ( 1 . 3 3 b ) w o u l d 

6 5 

be w r o n g , b u t t h e s e p a r a t i o n i n t h e F o u r t h Gospe l o f t h i s a s p e c t 

o f Johns p r o p h e c y f r o m t h e r e f e r e n c e t o h i s own w a t e r - b a p t i s m i s 

s u s p e c t , f o r as Dodd p o i n t s o u t , "we can h a r d l y doub t t h a t i n t h e 

e a r l i e r t r a d i t i o n t h e c o n t r a s t b e t w e e n w a t e r - b a p t i s m a n d s p i r i t -
66 

b a p t i s m was e x p r e s s e d i n a s i n g l e a n t i t h e t i c a l s e n t e n c e " . T h i s 

a t l e a s t c o n f i r m s t h e c o n s i d e r a b l e f r e e d o m e x e r c i s e d b y t h e F o u r t h 

E v a n g e l i s t i n p r e s e n t i n g h i s a c c o u n t o f J o h n ' s m i s s i o n ; a n d i t may 

be s u r m i s e d t h a t he p l a c e s t h e p r o p h e c y o f t h e h o l y s p i r i t where he 

does ( a f t e r John h a d a c k n o w l e d g e d J e s u s ) , and n e g l e c t s t o m e n t i o n 

J o h n ' s p r o p h e c y o f t h e c o m i n g b a p t i s m o f f i r e , because he w i s h e s t o 

t r e a t J o h n ' s r e f e r e n c e t o t h e h o l y s p i r i t as a p r o p h e c y o f t h e d i s -
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67 t r i b u t i o n o f t h e H o l y S p i r i t b o t h a t P e n t e c o s t a n d t h r o u g h B a p t i s m . 

I t i s d o u b t f u l i f we a r e i n t o u c h w i t h a r e l i a b l e h i s t o r i c a l 

t r a d i t i o n i n John 1 . 2 6 b , where t h e B a p t i s t says o f Jesus t o t h e 

p r i e s t s and L e v i t e s , " B u t among y o u s t a n d s one whom y o u do n o t k n o w . " 

Dodd ' s a t t e m p t t o m a i n t a i n t h e a c c u r a c y o f t h i s s t a t e m e n t on t h e 

g r o u n d s t h a t i t i s c r e d i b l e as a r e c o g n i t i o n b y John o f Jesus as 

68 

t h e unknown o r h i d d e n M e s s i a h , i s h o t c o n v i n c i n g , demanding as i t 

does a r e j e c t i o n o f t h e i n d i c a t i o n s e l s e w h e r e t h a t John i d e n t i f i e d 

t h e e x p e c t e d Coming One as Yahweh h i m s e l f . More i m p o r t a n t l y i n 

t h e p r e s e n t c o n t e x t , i f , as Dodd s u g g e s t s , John r e a l l y d i d d e c l a r e 

t h a t t h e Mess i ah was alreadyjJL£.GO<l UfJLQV, t h o u g h i n c o g n i t o , i t 

w o u l d be d i f f i c u l t t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l o r a p o c a l y p t i c 

e l e m e n t o f J o h n ' s p r o p h e c y so p r o m i n e n t i n M a t t . 3 . 7 f . and Luke 

3 . 9 f . E q u a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t i s Dodd ' s a d m i s s i o n t h a t J u s t i n a p p e a r s 

t o p r o v i d e t h e e a r l i e s t d a t a b l e e v i d e n c e f o r t h e J e w i s h b e l i e f i n 
69 

an unknown M e s s i a h , a c o n s i d e r a t i o n w h i c h must t e l l a g a i n s t t h e 

c l a i m t h a t John t h e B a p t i s t c o u l d have a n t i c i p a t e d a h i d d e n o r 

unknown M e s s i a h . F u r t h e r , t h e r e i s , as W i l l i a m s s u g g e s t s , more 

t h a n a s u s p i c i o n t h a t 1 . 26a has been c r e a t e d b y t h e F o u r t h E v a n ­

g e l i s t as p a r t o f h i s g e n e r a l t h e o l o g i c a l scheme. " ' T h e r e s t a n d e t h 

one among y o u whom y o u know n o t ' r e s e m b l e s John 1 . l O f . so c l o s e l y 

t h a t t h e 'unknown M e s s i a h ' . . i n t h e J e w i s h sense does n o t seem 

70 

r e l e v a n t . " 

A more i m p o r t a n t a s p e c t o f t h e p o s s i b l e a c c u r a c y o f t h e F o u r t h 

E v a n g e l i s t ' s r e c o r d o f t h e m i n i s t r y o f John t h e B a p t i s t c o n c e r n s 
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t h e d e c l a r a t i o n w h i c h t h e B a p t i s t i s r e p o r t e d t o have made on s ee ­

i n g Jesus.X6e 6 ipvbs TOO Beou 6 dipt*/ ity Zjupruv fb\J 
7 1 

KOtfjLLOUd. 2 9 ) . Dodd. sees t h e key t o t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h i s 

u t t e r a n c e i n t h e p i c t u r e f o u n d i n J e w i s h a p o c a l y p t i c w r i t i n g s o f a 

c o n q u e r i n g lamb d e s t r o y i n g e v i l i n t h e w o r l d . He b e l i e v e s oLpVOS 

r e f e r s t o t h i s lamb as a M e s s i a n i c s y m b o l , t h e words otLptM ifUtpTU}! 

r e f l e c t i n g t h e f u n c t i o n o f t h e Mess i ah t o a b o l i s h s i n and d e s t r o y 

72 

e v i l . Dodd ' s e x p l a n a t i o n has f o u n d l i t t l e s u p p o r t , a t l e a s t i n 

r e s p e c t o f h i s i n t i m a t i o n t h a t i n t h e S i t z i m E v a n g e l i u m J o h n ' s 

words a r e t o be u n d e r s t o o d as a r e f e r e n c e t o t h e a p o c a l y p t i c l a m b . 

A more c o n v i n c i n g e x p l a n a t i o n i s t h a t w h i c h r e c o g n i z e s t h a t i n t h e 

Gospe l s e t t i n g t h e words c o n t a i n a n a l l u s i o n t o t h e p a s c h a l l a m b , 

b u t w h i c h n e v e r t h e l e s s m a i n t a i n s t h a t John t h e B a p t i s t c o u l d w e l l 
73 

have u t t e r e d t h e s e words i n t h e a p o c a l y p t i c s e n s e . T h i s i n t e r ­

p r e t a t i o n g i v e s J o h n ' s u t t e r a n c e an i m p o r t a n t g r o u n d i n g i n t h e h i s ­

t o r i c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f h i s m i n i s t r y , a l t h o u g h i t r e c o g n i z e s t h e 

c r e a t i v e work o f t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t i n a p p l y i n g t h e words t o 
74 

Jesus and i n t e r m s o f t h e p a s s o v e r and e u c h a r i s t . 

I f t h e Coming One e x p e c t e d b y John was Yahweh h i m s e l f , t h e 

a s s e r t i o n i n t h e F o u r t h Gospe l t h a t he spoke o f a coming Lamb o f 

God must n e c e s s a r i l y be r e j e c t e d . B u t i n t h i s c o n t e x t a d e c i s i o n 

on w h e t h e r o r n o t John r e a l l y d i d speak t h e words r e c o r d e d i n 1 . 29 

may be l e f t o p e n : t h e i m p o r t a n t p o i n t t o n o t e i s F . W. B e a r e ' s 

f o r c e f u l emphas is t h a t " John t h e B a p t i s t d i d n o t i n f a c t h a i l Jesus 
75 

as t h e Lamb o f God" . Even i f t h e B a p t i s t ' s s t a t e m e n t a b o u t t h e 
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Lamb o f God i s n o t s i m p l y d i s m i s s e d "as an i m p o r t e d t h e o l o g i c a l c o n -
76 

f e s s i o n " , b u t a c c e p t e d as an a c c u r a t e r e c o r d o f w h a t he d i d i n 

f a c t s a y , t h e r e p o r t e d a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h e s e words t o t h e human 

Jesus must be c o u n t e d as t h e work o f t h e E v a n g e l i s t , and r e g a r d e d 

as i n d i c a t i v e o f t h e f r e e d o m w h i c h he e x e r c i s e d i n p r e s e n t i n g h i s 

a c c o u n t o f J o h n ' s w o r k . 

A n o t h e r i m p o r t a n t p a r t o f t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l ' s r e p o r t o f J o h n ' s 

m i n i s t r y i s f o u n d i n 1 . 3 2 - 3 4 , w i t h i t s r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e d e s c e n t 

o f t h e dove upon Jesus and t o J o h n ' s a c c l a m a t i o n o f Jesus as Son o f 

God o r God 's Chosen One. Whether dependence on t h e S y n o p t i c t r a d ­

i t i o n be p r o v e d o r n o t , i t i s c l e a r , as Dodd a d m i t s , t h a t t h e h a n d 

o f t h e E v a n g e l i s t h i m s e l f i s a t work i n t h i s s e c t i o n . T h i s does 

n o t o f c o u r s e p r o v e t h a t t h e r e a r e no a c c u r a t e p i e c e s o f i n f o r m a t i o n 

t o be f o u n d i n t h e s e v e r s e s , a l t h o u g h s e r i o u s doub t must be e x p r e s ­

sed a t any a t t e m p t t o f i n d h e r e a more r e l i a b l e a c c o u n t o f t h e c i r ­

cumstances s u r r o u n d i n g t h e b a p t i s m o f Jesus t h a n t h a t g i v e n i n t h e 

S y n o p t i c G o s p e l s . I n p a r t i c u l a r , o b j e c t i o n must be made t o t h e 

s u g g e s t i o n t h a t a t t h e t i m e o f t h e b a p t i s m o f Jesus John a c t u a l l y 

w i t n e s s e d t h e d e s c e n t o f t h e H o l y S p i r i t , a n d d e c l a r e d , "And I have 

seen a n d have b o r n e w i t n e s s t h a t t h i s i s t h e Son o f God" ( 1 . 3 4 ) . 

I t i s c l e a r f r o m t h e S y n o p t i c a c c o u n t s t h a t t h e b a p t i s m o f Jesus b y 

78 

John mus t have p o s e d g r e a t p r o b l e m s f o r e a r l y C h r i s t i a n t h i n k e r s ; 

and i f t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l ' s p i c t u r e o f t h i s e v e n t i s b a s e d on an 

h i s t o r i c a l l y r e l i a b l e t r a d i t i o n t h e n i t i s i n c o n c e i v a b l e t h a t t h e 

S y n o p t i c w r i t e r s w o u l d n o t t h e m s e l v e s have come a c r o s s t h i s as t h e y 
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p u z z l e d o v e r t h e p o s s i b l e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e b a p t i s m o f J e s u s . 

I t i s i n f a c t e x t r e m e l y d i f f i c u l t t o a c c e p t t h a t John d e c l a r e d 

Jesus t o be t h e Son o f God, o r God ' s Chosen One, even i n t h e sense 

79 

o f s i m p l y u s i n g t h e s e t e r m s as M e s s i a n i c t i t l e s . Most c r i t i c s 

a r e a g r e e d t h a t t h i s d e c l a r a t i o n o f John marks t h e C h r i s t o l o g y o f 

t h e e a r l y C h u r c h ; a n d t h e l i k e l i h o o d i s t h a t t h e so lemn a f f i r m a t i o n 

o f Jesus as t h e Son o f God, o r God 's Chosen One, has been p l a c e d b y 
8 0 

t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t o n t o t h e l i p s o f J o h n . 

The s t r o n g p r o b a b i l i t y has t h e r e f o r e emerged t h a t John 1 . 19 -34 

does n o t c o n s t i t u t e a r e l i a b l e s o u r c e o f h i s t o r i c a l i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t 
8 1 

t h e m i n i s t r y o f John t h e B a p t i s t . Here a n d t h e r e f r a g m e n t s o f 

a c c u r a t e i n f o r m a t i o n a r e t o be f o u n d , and i t may w e l l be t h a t t h e 

t o p o g r a p h i c a l n o t e i n 1 . 28 does i n d i c a t e an a r e a i n w h i c h John 

a c t u a l l y w o r k e d . Bu t t h e g e n e r a l p i c t u r e g i v e n o f John i n t h e s e 

v e r s e s i s s u s p e c t , and a l t h o u g h t h i s does n o t n e c e s s a r i l y mean t h a t 

t h e r e c o r d has been d i c t a t e d b y t h e o l o g i c a l m o t i v e s o f a p o l e m i c a l 

n a t u r e , i t does go some way t o w a r d s r e m o v i n g a p o s s i b l e m a j o r 

o b j e c t i o n t o t h e t y p e o f a rgumen t g e n e r a l l y p u t f o r w a r d b y t h o s e 

who b e l i e v e t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t t o be c o n d u c t i n g a p o l e m i c a g a i n s t 

a B a p t i s t s e c t . 

I f , t h e n , John 1 . 19 -34 i s c o n s i d e r e d a d o u b t f u l s o u r c e o f 

a c c u r a t e i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h e B a p t i s t ' s m i n i s t r y , i t i s p o s s i b l e 

t h a t John 3 . 2 2 - 3 0 s h o u l d a l s o be j u d g e d t o be o f a s i m i l a r na tu re . . . 

Such a j udgemen t w o u l d go a g a i n s t some r e c e n t c r i t i c a l o p i n i o n w h i c h 

r e g a r d s t h i s s e c t i o n as r e f l e c t i n g e a r l y a n d a c c u r a t e h i s t o r i c a l 
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t r a d i t i o n s . C e r t a i n l y , as Dodd i n s i s t s , t h e s e v e r s e s c o n s t i t u t e 

a d i s t i n c t u n i t " c o n t r a s t i n g i n f o r m , manner a n d l anguage w i t h w h a t 

82 

p r e c e d e s and f o l l o w s " . But t h i s does n o t i n i t s e l f n e c e s s a r i l y 

i n d i c a t e t h e e x i s t e n c e o f a r e l i a b l e h i s t o r i c a l t r a d i t i o n , and t h e 

v i e w must be c a r e f u l l y examined w h i c h seeks t o f i n d i n t h i s u n i t a 

s o u r c e o f a c c u r a t e i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h e m i n i s t r i e s o f b o t h John 

a n d J e s u s . 

I t has been c l a i m e d t h a t t h e r e f e r e n c e t o t h e a c t i v i t y o f 

John a t Aenon i n Samar ia ( 3 . 2 3 ) may r e a s o n a b l y be a c c e p t e d as one 

o f t h e r e l i a b l e t o p o g r a p h i c a l n o t e s f o u n d h e r e a n d t h e r e i n t h e 
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F o u r t h G o s p e l . T h i s a s s e r t i o n i s n o t w i t h o u t m e r i t , b u t i t 

must be r e c o g n i z e d t h a t t h e o n l y s u b s t a n t i a l p i e c e o f e v i d e n c e i n 

s u p p o r t o f t h e a c c u r a c y o f 3 . 23 i s t h e p e r s i s t e n t t r a d i t i o n w h i c h 

l o c a t e s J o h n ' s b u r i a l p l a c e i n S a m a r i a . From t h i s t r a d i t i o n , i f 

i t i s r e l i a b l e , one c o u l d i n f e r t h a t t h e B a p t i s t w o u l d n a t u r a l l y 

have been l a i d t o r e s t i n an a r e a where he h a d e x e r c i s e d a s u c ­

c e s s f u l m i n i s t r y . On t h e o t h e r h a n d , t h e p o s s i b i l i t y mus t be 

a l l o w e d t h a t t h e l o c a t i o n o f J o h n ' s g r a v e m i g h t have been chosen 

o n l y o u t o f a d e s i r e b y J o h n ' s d i s c i p l e s t o f i n d t h e i r m a s t e r ' s 

body a r e s t i n g - p l a c e o u t s i d e t h e j u r i s d i c t i o n o f t h e h a t e d A n t i p a s . 

For t h i s r e a s o n i t w o u l d be w r o n g t o d e f e n d t h e v e r a c i t y o f t h e 

passage 3 . 2 2 - 3 0 on t h e b a s i s o f t h e a l l e g e d t r u s t w o r t h i n e s s o f 

t h e r e f e r e n c e t o J o h n ' s a c t i v i t y a t Aenon i n S a m a r i a . 

The i n d i c a t i o n s i n 3 . 23 a n d 3 . 2 6 , and a l s o i n 4 . 1 , t h a t 

Jesus h i m s e l f b a p t i z e d , a r e d i f f i c u l t t o assess as r e l i a b l e 



r e f e r e n c e s . I n t h e S y n o p t i c Gospe ls t h e r e i s no n o t e a b o u t t h e 

b a p t i s m a l a c t i v i t i e s o f J e s u s , b u t t h i s does n o t n e c e s s a r i l y mean 

t h a t t h e J o h a n n i n e r e f e r e n c e s a r e i n c o r r e c t . The b a p t i s m o f Jesus 

by John must i n d i c a t e some measure o f common g r o u n d be tween t h e two 

men, and on t h e s e g r o u n d s a l o n e t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t Jesus d i d b a p ­

t i z e , a t l e a s t f o r a t i m e , c a n n o t be r u l e d o u t . I t i s , h o w e v e r , 

c l e a r t h a t t h e w r i t e r o f John 4 . 2 d i d n o t a c c e p t t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y . 

" Jesus h i m s e l f d i d n o t b a p t i z e , b u t o n l y h i s d i s c i p l e s . " Dodd 

s u g g e s t s t h a t t h i s c o r r e c t i v e i s " t h e work o f a subsequen t e d i t o r , 

who t o o k o b j e c t i o n t o t h e i d e a t h a t Jesus was ( a s i t w e r e ) a second 

B a p t i s t " . ^ T h i s v i e w i s a t t r a c t i v e , and m i g h t c o n c e i v a b l y be 

e x t e n d e d i n o r d e r t o e x p l a i n why t h e S y n o p t i c s do n o t m e n t i o n t h a t 

Jesus h i m s e l f b a p t i z e d . On t h e o t h e r h a n d , as M . Simon p o i n t s o u t , 

D o d d ' s e x p l a n a t i o n a b o u t t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f 4 . 2 t o t h e t h r e e r e f -
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e r e n c e s t o Jesus b a p t i z i n g c o u l d j u s t as e a s i l y be r e v e r s e d . 

Simon s u g g e s t s t h a t t h e F o u r t h E v a n g e l i s t i s so d e e p l y c o n c e r n e d 

w i t h t h e s a c r a m e n t a l n a t u r e o f C h r i s t i a n i t y t h a t he w o u l d n o t be 

r e l u c t a n t t o t r a c e t h e o r i g i n s o f C h r i s t i a n b a p t i s m t o Jesus h i m -

s e i f . "The p u r p o s e o f t h e r e d a c t i o n a l p a r e n t h e s i s i n I V . 2 , i f 

i t r e a l l y i s o n e , c o u l d t h e r e f o r e be t o p u t t h i n g s i n t h e i r r i g h t 

h i s t o r i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e r a t h e r t h a n t o p r e v e n t t h e unwelcome s u g ­

g e s t i o n t h a t Jesus had f i r s t p u t h i m s e l f on t h e same l e v e l w i t h 
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J o h n . " S i m o n ' s o b j e c t i o n may be t a k e n as a v a l i d c h e c k t o any 

c l a i m t h a t t h e s e t h r e e r e f e r e n c e s i n t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l t o Jesus 

b a p t i z i n g a r e h i s t o r i c a l l y a c c u r a t e . 
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The uncertainty about the r e l i a b i l i t y of the references not 
only t o Johns a c t i v i t i e s i n Aenon but also to the baptismal a c t i v ­
i t i e s of Jesus, acts as a caution against-accepting too quickly as 
h i s t o r i c a l both the words spoken by John about Jesus i n 3. 27-30 
and the framework of t h e i r p a r a l l e l ministries i n which i s set t h i s 
whole section 3. 22-30. 

The question whether or not John and Jesus did exercise con­

temporaneous ministries i s an important one. In 3. 22-23 i t i s 

cl e a r l y stated that while John worked i n Aenon near Salim, Jesus 

operated i n Judea. Such a period of p a r a l l e l ministry appears to 

contradict the Synoptic record, and some c r i t i c s have f e l t that 

t h i s overlap between the two ministries has been fabricated by the 

Fourth Evangelist i n order to provide an impressive s e t t i n g f o r 

John's witness to Jesus i n 3. 27-30 and the demonstration of Jesus' 

superiority over John. But not a l l scholars are sceptical about 

the trustworthiness of t h i s Johannine reference to a concurrent 

ministry o f Jesus and John: A. M. Hunter, f o r example, declares 
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that "there i s nothing h i s t o r i c a l l y improbable about i t " . I f 

t h i s statement i s allowed to stand, the paradox would seem to be 

that such a concurrent ministry i s more credible when set i n the 

context of what has previously been inferred from the Synoptic record 

about the relations between John and Jesus than when placed i n the 

context of what the Fourth Gospel has to say about John and his 

relationship to Jesus. The point of the note i n 3. 23, that t h i s 

p a r a l l e l ministry occurred before the imprisonment of John, must be 
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that i t occurred a f t e r the baptism of Jesus by John and not before. 
This c l e a r l y implies some inconsistency between John 1. 19-37 and 

John 3. 22-30. I f the Baptist confessed Jesus at the baptism, and 

i f his followers then went quickly over to Jesus, i t i s hard to 

understand why he should have continued his ministry alongside that 

of Jesus. However, i f , as an examination both of the Synoptic 

record and John 1. 19-37 leads us to suppose, the Baptist did not, 

at least at the time of the baptism, recognize Jesus as the Coming 

One of whom he spoke, then i t i s perfec t l y credible that he should 

have continued his work while Jesus was beginning h i s . 

Whatever may be thought o f the accuracy or otherwise o f the 

Johannine reference to the contemporaneous ministries of John and 

Jesus, i t would appear that the thoughts of John's relationship to 

Jesus noted i n 3. 27-30 are the considered opinion, not of the 

wilderness prophet, but of the Fourth Evangelist himself. The 

clause S tfL» yj^ULJST6^Kd^ i n 3. 26 i s c l e a r l y the Evangelist's 

attempt to l i n k t h i s episode with the suspect record of 1. 29-34. 

The thought and language of 3. 27 also smack of his work. Dodd 

suggests that 3. 29-30 may be from a t r a d i t i o n a l source, but he i s 

careful to note that the l a s t clause of v. 29 "has the clear stamp 
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of Johannine authorship". The most which can properly be said o f 

the remainder o f these two verses i s that the language i s not dis­

t i n c t i v e l y Johannine; but i n view of the character of the other 

verses i n t h i s passage, and the way i n which 3. 29-30 accords with 

the picture given i n John 1. 29f., the p r o b a b i l i t y must be that the 

closing words of t h i s section are not the ipsissima verba of the 
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Baptist. 

This examination o f John 3. 22-30 has indicated that i t i s 

similar i n character to John 1. 19-34-, and includes only fragments 

of accurate h i s t o r i c a l d e t a i l . There i s l i t t l e i n either of these 

two passages t o support Dodd's claim that on the whole the Fourth 

Gospel provides a more r e l i a b l e record of John's ministry than does 

the Synoptic t r a d i t i o n . In considering two reports as possible 

sources of accurate information i t i s much more reasonable to con­

centrate on the one which appears t o be inconsistent with l a t e r 

understanding of the s i t u a t i o n . I t i s hardly too strong to say 

that the Fourth Gospel's account of John's person and work i s too 

good to be t r u e . S i g n i f i c a n t l y , Dodd himself recognizes i n his 

conclusion that the e x p l i c i t mention of John's early and d e f i n i t e 

recognition of Jesus as Messiah i s to be understood as "a dramatic 
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and symbolic p i c t u r e " . The conclusion therefore must be that 

although here and there the Fourth Evangelist may have included 

certain accurate pieces of information, the whole picture given of 

John the Baptist and h i s relations with Jesus i s hardly credible 

as a very r e l i a b l e record of what actually happened. 

The undermining of the Fourth Gospel's claim to provide a 

r e l i a b l e account of John's ministry removes one of the strongest 

possible objections to the medley of views which was presented e a r l i e r 

and which interpreted the Johannine references to the Baptist as part 

of a polemic against a Johannite sect. In r e f e r r i n g t o such views, 

Robinson r i g h t l y speaks o f t h e i r estimate "of the Evangelist's por-
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t r a i t of John as a picture drawn almost wholly from theological 

motives o f a polemical nature and possessed o f very l i t t l e h i s -
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t o r i c a l value". The demonstration of the inaccuracies i n the 

Johannine record could thus be thought t o support the judgement 

that the Fourth Evangelist i s conducting a polemic against a con­

temporary Johannite party. 

But i t may be that i n t h i s context i t i s wrong to make too 

strong a dichotomy between polemic and h i s t o r i c a l accuracy. For 

example Brownlee, although attempting to establish the r e l i a b i l i t y 

of the Johannine picture o f the Baptist, does not deny that there 

i s "undoubtedly a polemical purpose i n the Gospel, designed to prove 

that Jesus, not John the Baptist, was the messianic • l i g h t 1 which 
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was t o come into the world". Brownlee wisely points out that 

"not always i s i t necessary to misrepresent the t r u t h i n order t o 

uphold one's cause i n debate"; and he goes on to argue that any 

polemic against a Johannite sect "would be a l l the more powerful i f 
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the arguments employed were founded upon h i s t o r i c a l f a c t " . 

Robinson too'i although convinced o f the trustworthiness o f the 

Johannine record o f the Baptist's ministry, considers t h a t the 

Fourth Evangelist may have had an apologetical eye t o persuading 

those who "were brought up i n the Baptist's teaching to believe i n 
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Jesus as the one to whom John pointed". 

There thus emerges the i n t e r e s t i n g proposition that the inac­

curacy o f the Johannine picture o f John's ministry, although at 

f i r s t sight supporting the claim that the Fourth Evangelist i s con-
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cerned to attack a Johannite sect, or to persuade i t s members to j o i n 

the Christian'movement, r e a l l y indicates a fundamental weakness i n 

t h i s claim. I f , as may now reasonably be thought, the account of 

John's work i n the Fourth Gospel i s not h i s t o r i c a l l y r e l i a b l e , none 

would have seen t h i s better than his o r i g i n a l followers and any l a t e r 

adherents to the Johannite movement. An: attempt to attack the views 

of these men, and to win them perhaps int o the Christian Church, 

would very l i k e l y have been seriously discredited by the presentation 

of an inaccurate report of the Baptist's ministry. 

This l a s t point must be considered alongside what we can reason­

ably suppose about the way i n which John the Baptist came to hold 

such a prominent and honoured place i n the Gospel record. I f , as 

has been t e n t a t i v e l y established, John heralded the coming o f the 
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Lord Yahweh and the future Kingdom, i t i s not too d i f f i c u l t to see 

how the early Christians could have come to accept John as the pre­

cursor o f t h e i r Lord Jesus. Jesus himself almost c e r t a i n l y saw that 

his mission was related to the preparatory work of John, arid t h a t 

John's prophecies about the coming Kingdom were already being f u l -
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f i l l e d with his own ministry. In the l i g h t of the Pentecost 

experiences the connection between John and Jesus (and the risen 

Lord) would have become even clearer to the early believers. John's 

prophecy of the imminent outpouring o f the holy s p i r i t would have 

been seen to be true, as would have been his claim t o prepare the 

way of the Lord. In f a c t , the incidence o f baptism, prayer and 

fasting i n the early Church probably indicates the incorporation o f 
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many Johannite practices i n t o the l i f e o f the Church as a consequence 

of former followers of John having come to recognize that Jesus had 

f u l f i l l e d the expectations of t h e i r old master ( a l b e i t i n a way only 

glimpsed by the wilderness prophet himself). The account of the 

twelve "disciples" i n Acts 19. 1-7 may o f f e r some substantial sup­

port for t h i s suggestion. I t appears that these men before t h e i r 

encounter with Paul were s t i l l attached to the Johannite movement; 

but according to Luke they were brought i n t o the Christian movement 

without much trouble. Few would accept that the twelve men joined 

the Christian movement as easily as Luke suggests, but the account 

may provide a r e l i a b l e indication that the majority o f Johannites 

did come to see that t h e i r proper place was within the Christian 

Church. Commenting on Acts 19. 1-7, A. Schlatter asserts that 

"what i s true of a l l the pictures Luke gives us of Paul's a c t i v i t y , 

namely, that everything had a t y p i c a l significance, i s true also o f 

t h i s n a r r a t i v e " . ^ Although some Johannites doubtless clung 

f i e r c e l y t o t h e i r o r i g i n a l ideals, the account i n Acts 19. 1-7 may 

be taken as an indication not only that " i n many of the towns which 

Paul v i s i t e d , he found disciples of John, even as far away as 
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Ephesus", but also that the movement launched by the Baptist was 

without too much d i f f i c u l t y absorbed i n t o the Christian Church. 

This i s one implication of the character of the Lukan infancy nar­

ratives which represent probably, as H. L. MacNeill suggests, an 

early attempt at l i n k i n g together the t r a d i t i o n s o f the Johannite 
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and Christian movements. 
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I t may be argued too that although the report o f the Baptist's 
ministry given i n the Fourth Gospel i s not s t r i c t l y accurate, i t 
could have been understood by former Johannites already i n the 
Christian Church as drawing out and making clear the re a l s i g n i f i ­
cance of t h e i r old master's work. There i s some merit i n Robinson's 

suggestion that the Fourth Evangelist may have been one of John's 
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supporters before being associated with the Christian movement. 

I f so, t h i s could well have given him an added insight i n t o the true 

significance of John the Baptist, and led him t o read back i n t o the 

circumstances o f the Baptist's ministry the process by which he and 

others had been led i n t o the Christian Church. But what they had 

perceived by f a i t h would most probably have been rejected by any 

Johannite sceptics outside the Church who were intimately acquainted 

with the actual circumstances of the Baptist's ministry. I t i s not 

easy to imagine that any dedicated Johannites opposed to the Christ­

ian movement would have been attracted t o , or silenced by, the Fourth 

Gospel's account of t h e i r master's ministry. I f they were engaged 

i n a controversy with the Christian Church, t h e i r immediate reaction 

would doubtless have been to challenge the Fourth Evangelist's record 

of what John said and d i d . 

C r i t i c s are s t i l l divided on the question when the Fourth Gospel 

was w r i t t e n , but a date around the turn of the f i r s t century i s 

unlikely t o be far wrong. By t h i s time the Johannite movement may 

have l o s t most of i t s dynamic. I f Acts 19. 1-7 i s at a l l represent­

ative o f what happened to the followers of John the Baptist then, as 
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Dodd suggests, a f t e r about A.D. 55-57 the numbers of those committed 
to the Johannite cause declined r a p i d l y . I t i s true that a f t e r 
t h i s time there are indications that the Baptist was not always 
thought o f as the forerunner of J e s u s , a n d that the Clementine 
Recognitions make e x p l i c i t reference t o an her e t i c a l group o f "dis­
ciples of John". These references are important, although there i s 
some doubt i f they indicate the survival o f a widespread Johannite 
movement i n t o the second century A.D. and beyond. The references 
to the Baptist i n The Antiquities of the Jews, The Book of James, 
and perhaps also the Mandaean l i t e r a t u r e , can be understood as i n d i ­
cating the survival of extreme opinions about John rather than the 
survival o f groups which could properly be described as Johannite. 
The references to John the Baptist and his disciples i n the Pseudo-
Clementine l i t e r a t u r e , and the clear traces there o f polemic against 
exaggerated views of John's importance, may be also explained ade­
quately against the background o f c o n f l i c t w ith a group which made 

use of certain aspects of Johannite h i s t o r y i n i t s opposition t o 
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Christians. A l t e r n a t i v e l y , there i s merit i n the suggestion 

that the testimony of the Pseudo-Clementine l i t e r a t u r e and Ephrem 

Syrus indicates only the survival o f a Johannite party i n a p a r t i c ­

ular r e s t r i c t e d area. I f i n the second and l a t e r centuries the 

Johannite movement was a widespread phenomenon, one might have 

expected to hear about i t from other early Christian w r i t i n g s . The 

absence of references to disciples of John i n the l i s t s o f heretics 

given by the early Fathers strongly suggests that by the second and 
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t h i r d centuries the Johannite sect was too small to merit much atten-
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t i o n . The Pseudo-Clementines, concludes Scobie, "do not come 

from the mainstream of Christian t r a d i t i o n , and probably by the 

second century the disciples o f John were to be found only i n some 

Syrian backwater" 

The p r o b a b i l i t y that by the end of the f i r s t century there were 

but few men committed completely to the Johannite cause may be taken 

as confirmation t h a t the Fourth Gospel's account of the Baptist's 

ministry i s not part o f a polemic against a Johannite movement. On 

the other hand, the very d e f i n i t e way i n vihich the words and deeds 

of John are presented does suggest th a t the Fourth Evangelist i s 

influenced a t t h i s point by something other than general theological 

considerations. The abruptness with which John i s introduced i n 

the Prologue ( 1 . 6-8); the denial that he i s "the l i g h t " ( 1 . 8 ) ; 

the f o r c e f u l way i n which he i s described as disclaiming Messianic 

status ( 1 . 19-21; 3. 28); his denial that he i s p r i o r to Jesus 

( 1 . 15, 30); his e x p l i c i t testimony to Jesus ( 1 . 29, 32 f . ) ; the 

acceptance of his testimony by his disciples ( 1 . 35f.) whose trans­

ference o f l o y a l t y t o Jesus i s similar t o the response o f the masses 

(3. 26) and c l e a r l y pleasing to John (3. 29-30); the gradual eclipse 

of John's ministry by tha t of Jesus while the former was s t i l l at 

l i b e r t y (3. 22 - 4. 2); the intimation that his witness t o Jesus 

i s not v i t a l (5. 34, 36); and the note that he performed no miracles 

(10. 41) - a l l t h i s c o l l e c t i v e l y constitutes a strong indication that 

the Fourth Evangelist i s systematically correcting a false estimation 
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of John the Baptist which challenged the supremacy given to Jesus 

by the Christian Church. 

The problem now emerges of explaining the existence o f t h i s 

exaggerated opinion of the Baptist without reference to the a c t i v i t y 

o f a strong Johannite movement at the time when the Fourth Gospel 

was w r i t t e n . The absence of any r e l i a b l e indications that John the 

Baptist was given an honoured place i n an early gnostic system of 

thought does not permit the suggestion that the Evangelist's desire 

to l i m i t the importance of John over against Jesus i s part o f a 
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general attack on gnosticism. However, i t i s possible that 

information about John was being c i t e d and exploited by a non-

gnostic group as part of i t s opposition to the Christian Church. 

There are indications that the Pseudo-Clementine l i t e r a t u r e pre-
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supposes t h i s type of phenomenon , and t h i s lends support to the 

argument that the Fourth Evangelist was also confronted with a non-

Johannite group which knew of certain embarrassing aspects of Johan­

n i t e h i s t o r y and which was attempting to use what jaundiced i n f o r ­

mation i t possessed i n an attempt to discredit Jesus and the early 

Church. 

Reference i s demanded at t h i s point to the suggestion that the 

d i s t i n c t i v e Johannine presentation of the Baptist's ministry i s i n 

some way bound up with the Fourth Evangelist's polemic against "the 

Jews". Scott, who argues that the Fourth Evangelist was confronted 

i n his own age and neighbourhood by a Baptist community claiming t h a t 

t h e i r master was the Christ, considers i t very probable that t h i s con-
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troversy was s p e c i f i c a l l y related to the larger Jewish one. 

According t o Scott, the Jewish leaders had from the beginning regar­

ded John with a certain measure o f sympathy, and he believes that . 

the Jews may well have thrown t h e i r weight on the side of the Bap­

t i s t party i n t h e i r opposition to the Church. "Here", he suggests, 

"was a powerful weapon l a i d ready to t h e i r hands. A sect existed, 

kindred i n some respects to the Christians, which yet subordinated 

Jesus as a r i v a l prophet, and made out that His work was secondary 

and derivative. For the purposes o f t h e i r own polemic the Jews 

would take up the cause of John, and support his followers i n t h e i r 

antagonism. This may p a r t l y account for the important place occu­

pied i n our Gospel by the Baptist controversy. Whatever may have 

been the actual strength of the sect which reverenced John as the 

Messiah,, i t afforded cover t o the Jewish opposition, and for t h i s 
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reason, i f for no other, was dangerous." 

One weakness of Scott's position i s that i t i s open to the 

objections made above to the claim that the Fourth Evangelist was 

concerned t o combat a d e f i n i t e group o f Johannites. His argument 

also suffers from predicating an alliance between Johannites and 

"Jews" at the time the Fourth Gospel was w r i t t e n . Even i f there 

were some Johannites s t i l l active around the turn o f the century i n 

the area i n which the Fourth Gospel f i r s t c i r c u l a t e d , the suggestion 

th a t they were i n alliance with the Jewish opposition t o the Christian 

Church rests on what Scott admits i s "a somewhat obscure reference i n 
109 

Justin (Trypho 80)", where a group of "Baptists" are "Jews". 
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Scott believes t h i s reference to indicate that the followers o f John 
took rank among the orthodox Jews and also therefore that Johannites 
survived i n t o the middle of the second century. Scott i s not alone 
i n c i t i n g Justin's reference as evidence for the survival of the 
Johannite m o v e m e n t b u t i t must be emphasized that Justin's r e f ­
erence i s isolated and that the "Baptists" he mentions are known only 
by name.^^" Although there remains a p o s s i b i l i t y that by the term 
"Baptist" i s s i g n i f i e d a group stemming from John's o r i g i n a l f o l ­
lowers, the absence of any supporting evidence for t h i s makes i t 
l i k e l y that these "Baptists" known to Justin are related to the 
general baptismal movement common around the turn of the era rather 
than i n some special way t o John alone. 

Scott's argument does, however, have the merit of explaining why 

Jewish opposition to the Christian Church might have taken the form 

of emphasizing certain aspects of Johannite h i s t o r y . Even i f the 

bulk o f John's followers had quite quickly been absorbed i n t o the 

Christian Church, c r i t i c s o f the Christian movement may have been 

glad to seize upon what was probably a vague rec o l l e c t i o n both of 

John's independent rol e and of the survival o f a Johannite movement 

for a time a f t e r his death i n an attempt to undermine the authority 

of the Christian cause. G. H. C. Macgregor i s sympathetic to t h i s 
i 

h i s t o r i c a l reconstruction, and he argues that the Fourth Evangelist 

may well have so pointedly emphasized the subordination of the Bap­

t i s t to Jesus precisely i n order "to counteract a contemporary Jew­

ish movement which sought to buttress i t s opposition to the spread 
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112 o f C h r i s t i a n i t y by exalting the Baptist at the expense of Christ". 
This opinion i s echoed by D. Lamont, who claims that "earnest Jews, 

t o whom the Cross vias a stumbling-block, were ready to set up the 

Baptist as a r i v a l to Jesus or even t o teach that he was more t r u l y 
113 

i n the succession of the prophets of I s r a e l than Jesus was". 

Some confirmation o f t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s provided by a tan-

t a l i z i n g l y b r i e f reference i n Origen's Contra Celsum, where i t i s 

said that "the Jews do not connect John with Jesus, nor the punish-
114 

ment of John with that of Jesus" ( 1 . 48). This reference f a l l s 

short of saying th a t the Jews set John over against Jesus, but i t 

i s probably s i g n i f i c a n t that the reference comes at the end of a 

discussion about "a Jew who raises d i f f i c u l t i e s i n the story of the 

Holy S p i r i t ' s descent i n the form of a dove to Jesus" ( 1 . 46). 

Origen appears to argue against Celsus 1 Jew that as he had i n some 

way accepted John as a baptist i n baptizing Jesus ( 1 . 47), then he 

ought to consider the words o f the Baptist reported i n John 1. 51 

( 1 . 48) rather than so quickly attack as f i c t i o n the story "about 

the descent of the dove upon the Saviour when he was baptized by 

John" ( 1 . 40). The point should perhaps not be pressed too f a r , 

but t h i s section o f Origen's work could mean that i n the middle of 

the t h i r d century the Jewish opposition to the Church was emphasizing 

certain aspects of John's ministry i n an attempt to discredit. sthe 

h i s t o r i c a l t r u t h o f C h r i s t i a n i t y . 

Turning t o the Fourth Gospel, there are one or two indications 

i n the text which suggest that the Evangelist's concern to combat 
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and unqualified opposition t o "the Jews". I t i s especially note­

worthy that when John f i r s t emphatically denies claim t o Messianic 

status the denial i s made, not to his own disciples, but t o a depu­

t a t i o n o f priests and Levites sent by the Jews ( 1 . 19-22). Dodd's 

attempt to establish the h i s t o r i c a l r e l i a b i l i t y o f t h i s account i s 

not i m p r e s s i v e , a n d i t would appear that we do have here an 

"ideal scene" constructed by the Fourth Evangelist i n order to 

introduce John's denial t h a t he i s the Messiah. The mention i n 

1. 24 that these priests and Levites had been sent by the Pharisees 

i s especially suspect, and i t may be surmised that the Evangelist 

i s bringing the Pharisees i n t o the picture at t h i s point i n order, 

t o make clear to a contemporary Pharisaic party that John had not 

only disclaimed Messianic status but tha t he had also given unam­

biguous testimony t o Jesus, testimony moreover which had been prop­

e r l y accepted by John's own dis c i p l e s . I f there i s an attack i n 

t h i s section on an exaggerated view of John's importance, i t seems 

clear t h a t "the Jews", or more p a r t i c u l a r l y perhaps, the Pharisees, 
a.re implicated i n one way or another. 

I t i s tempting to l i n k t h i s suggestion with the curious r e f ­

erence to the Pharisees included i n the explanation given by the 

Fourth Evangelist f o r Jesus' withdrawal from John and journey i n t o 

Galilee. 

Now when the Lord knew tha t the Pharisees had heard that 

Jesus was making and baptizing more disciples than John .. 



he l e f t Judea and departed again to Galilee. (4. 1-2) 

I t i s possible that the mention of the Pharisees i n connection with 

the move o f Jesus away from John i s bound up with the embarrassment 

which the Church might have f e l t because Jesus had broken f o r t h i n t o 

Galilee only a f t e r John had been taken captive by Antipas (Mark 1. 14 

Matt. 4. 12). There was perhaps a strong tendency f o r c r i t i c s o f 

the Church to assert that 3iesus had only taken advantage o f the void 

l e f t by John's imprisonment; and, although the reference to the 

contemporaneous a c t i v i t i e s of John and Jesus i s possibly not without 
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some h i s t o r i c a l foundation, there i s much t o be said f o r the claim 

that the Fourth Evangelist gives an account of a period o f p a r a l l e l 

ministry i n order to oppose any suggestion that Jesus was a second-

rate successor to John. Such a policy may have proved successful 

i n silencing one l i n e o f c r i t i c i s m against the Church, but the r e f ­

erence t o a concurrent ministry of Jesus and John could have encour­

aged another, and led opponents o f the Church to assert that John 

and Jesus had been, i f not r i v a l s , at least largely independent of 

each other. In 4. 1-2 i t seems that the Fourth Evangelist i s aware 

of t h i s danger, for here, as with the report o f p a r a l l e l ministry i n 

3. 22-30, i t i s cl e a r l y indicated that there was no sense of r i v a l r y 

between John and Jesus. I t was not the case that the gradual over­

shadowing of John by Jesus, marked f i n a l l y by the entry o f Jesus int o 

Galilee, ovred anything to tension between the two men. In f a c t , 

the reason why Jesus moved int o Galilee i s said to be precisely i n 
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order to anticipate any objection from the Pharisees th a t the two 

men were i n competition with each other. Few scholars agree that 

Jesus did enter Galilee because of the unwelcome attention of the 

Pharisees to his greater success than John i n Judea, and t h i s sup­

ports the view that t h i s explanation why Jesus withdrew to Galilee 

i s put forward by the Fourth Evangelist i n order not only to a n t i ­

cipate any awkward questions which might have been raised about John 

and Jesus working separately but also to combat p a r t i c u l a r l y the 

Pharisees of h i s own time, who were t r y i n g to stress the importance 

of John over against Jesus by reference t o a s p i r i t of competition 

and r i v a l r y which had allegedly marked t h e i r respective m i n i s t r i e s . 

The clearest indication that i n attacking distorted views about 

the Baptist the Fourth Evangelist had Jewish, rather than Johannite 

opposition i n mind, i s found i n John 5. 31-36. Addressing himself 

t o h i s Jewish opponents, Jesus says, 

I f I bear witness to myself, my testimony i s not t r u e ; there 

i s another who bears witness to me, and I know that the t e s t i ­

mony which he bears to me i s true. You sent to John, and he 

has borne witness to the t r u t h . Not that the testimony which 

I receive i s from man; but I say t h i s that you may be saved. 

He was a burning and shining lamp, and you were w i l l i n g to 

rejoice for a while i n h i s l i g h t . But the testimony which 

I have i s greater than that o f John; fo r the works which the 

Father has granted me t o accomplish, these very works which I 

• am doing, bear me witness t h a t the Father has sent me. 
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In t h i s passage can be traced polemic both against extreme claims 
made f o r John and against the Jewish opposition to the Church. A 
desire to attack those who exaggerated the importance o f John's 
ministry i s c l e a r l y evident i n the way i n which the supe r i o r i t y of. 
Jesus t o John i s demonstrated by the reminder that Jesus stands i n 
no r e a l need of John's witness to him. Complementing t h i s s t r i c t 
l i m i t a t i o n o f John's significance i s the insistence that those who 
do set store by John's words should consider that his witness i s 
to Jesus and that his witness i s t r u e . The v i t a l consideration 
here i s that those who are mindful o f the ministry of John the Bap­
t i s t are said to be Jews, the same body of men who i n John 1. 19f. 
are reported as showing such an interest i n the Baptist's status. 
Further, i t i s emphasized that t h e i r i n t e r e s t was a shallow th i n g 
and that John had been acceptable to them only " f o r a while". 
There may be an accurate r e f l e c t i o n here of the widespread excite­
ment which John aroused amongst Jews, although i t i s easy to think 
that the Fourth Evangelist i s addressing himself pri m a r i l y to a con­
temporary s i t u a t i o n . He can see, and wants his readers t o see, 
that the present Jewish interest i n the Baptist has not been contin­
uous since the time o f his ministry. Any interest they showed then 
was but temporary; and the interest shown now i s likewise for a 
season only and born of a desire t o e x p l o i t him for t h e i r own mali­
cious purposes. I f the Jews are genuinely concerned with the 
import of John's mission, they would not persist i n t h e i r opposition 
to the Christian Church but would recognize the t r u t h o f John's w i t -
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ness t o Jesus. 
The above analysis of the Johannine presentation o f the person 

and work o f John the Baptist may be held to indicate that at the 

time the Fourth Gospel was w r i t t e n those making the name of the Bap-
118 

t i s t "the watchword of direct antagonism to C h r i s t i a n i t y " were, 

not Johannites, but orthodox Jews. The fact that the attempt to 

exaggerate the importance of John did not come from a group d i r e c t l y 

connected with him, enabled the Fourth Evangelist to exercise con­

siderable freedom i n attacking these pernicious views. Probably 

a former Johannite himself, he was able to complete the process o f 

"Christianizing" John's role as precursor of Jesus i n such a way as 

not only t o prove sa t i s f y i n g t o those Johannites already i n the 

Church but also t o mock the attempts of those Jews who t r i e d t o 

exploit the tension which had f o r a time existed between Jesus and 

John and between t h e i r respective movements. 



CONCLUSION 

The present study claims to establish the strong p r o b a b i l i t y 

that John the Baptist brought into being a movement which for some 

time at least remained independent both of Jesus and the early 

Christian communities. I f the references i n the Synoptic Gospels 

to John's disciples fasting and praying are not to be dated post 

mortem Joannis, they are nevertheless important as c o n s t i t u t i n g 

sound evidence f o r the existence of a Johannite community during 

John's l i f e t i m e . This judgement must be complemented by Luke's 

reference to certain disciples of John ministering to t h e i r master 

during his imprisonment (7. 18-19). Such l o y a l t y i s indicative 

of a f i r m commitment to the Johannite cause, and i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t 

too that Mark and Matthew report that an unspecified number of John' 

disciples were on hand to entomb t h e i r master's corpse (Mark 6. 29; 

Matt. 14. 12). 

In reconstructing the history of John's associates a f t e r his 

death a v i t a l consideration i s the intimation of the Synoptic record 

that John's mission was that of the eschatological Prophet, the pre­

cursor of Yahweh's decisive intervention i n h i s t o r y . His message 

was that men should respond to his c a l l to repentance and baptism 

i n order to escape a punitive baptism with f i r e and i n order to be 

the recipients of God's s p i r i t on the imminent Day of Yahweh. 

Although there are signs that near the end of h i s l i f e John was 

reconsidering his own eschatological expectations i n the l i g h t o f 
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Jesus' ministry, i t would appear that these thoughts came to naught. 

The important point here i s that there i s no inconsistency between 

John's f a i l u r e to appreciate the significance of the mission of 

Jesus and the fact that Jesus himself was baptized by John and tes­

t i f i e d to the importance of his work. The d i s t i n c t i o n between the 

missions of John and Jesus was a creative one of f u l f i l m e n t . Impli­

c i t i n his baptism by John was the acceptance by Jesus that the w i l ­

derness prophet had been correct i n proclaiming that God was about 

to break i n t o human history'''; and there i s a certain continuity bet­

ween t h i s and the l a t e r r e a l i z a t i o n of Jesus that the Kingdom whose 

imminence John had proclaimed was i n a re a l sense already present 
2 

with h i s own ministry. John was the herald of the coming eschatol-

ogical drama, and Jesus the f u l f i l m e n t of i t . John himself had been 

unable to appreciate t h i s : consequently, when Jesus paid t r i b u t e 

to John and said that none greater had been born o f women, he noted 

also the good fortune o f those who were permitted a share i n the 

present manifestation o f the Kingdom (Matt. 11. 11; Luke 7. 28). 

There are s u f f i c i e n t indications t o claim that the l a t e r h i s ­

tory o f John's supporters r e f l e c t e d John's own f a i l u r e to recognize 

the vindication o f his mission by that of Jesus, and also the way 

i n which Jesus related his own ministry to that of John and empha­

sized the continuity between them. Some of John's followers 

remained committed for a time to fixed Johannite ideals and were 

independent o f the Christian Church. Others recognized quite 

quickly that John's expectations had come true with the mission of 
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Jesus and entered into the fellowship of the early Christian com­
munities . 

An interesting pointer to t h i s l a t t e r development i s provided 

by the character of the Lukan infancy narratives. I t would have 

been e n t i r e l y natural for a Johannite community to preserve t r a d i ­

tions about t h e i r master, and there i s good reason to suppose that 

such t r a d i t i o n s underlie the story of John's antecedents i n Luke 1. 

The Evangelist's view i s c l e a r l y that John i s the precursor o f the 

Lord Jesus, but i t i s possible to trace i n t h i s chapter the con­

ception of John as E l i j a h redivivus, the forerunner o f Yahweh. 

The best explanation of t h i s i s that when the disciples of John 

were absorbed int o the Christian movement they brought with them 

t r a d i t i o n s of t h e i r old master which were then re-interpreted i n 

the l i g h t of t h e i r new commitment. Jesus himself had not only 
3 

related his own mission to that o f John but had also confirmed his 

role as the eschatological Prophet ("more than a prophet"). I t 

was thus e n t i r e l y proper for t r a d i t i o n s o f John's r o l e as the her­

ald o f Yahweh's imminent intervention i n his t o r y t o be re-applied 

to the mission o f Jesus. Chamblin points out that I s . 40. 3 and 

Mai. 3. 1, two passages which o r i g i n a l l y referred to the coming of 

Yahweh, are used i n the Gospels generally to indicate the s i g n i f i ­

cance of John's ministry because "as far as Jesus and the early 

Church were concerned, John did prepare the way f o r the LORD him­

s e l f - the LORD present i n the person of his eternal, only-begotten, 

and now incarnate Son". This judgement i s p a r t i c u l a r l y applicable 
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to the way i n which t r a d i t i o n s concerning the r o l e of John as the 
eschatological Prophet are recast i n the Lukan infancy story i n 
order to make clear that Jesus i s the Lord whose precursor John 
was. Men who had been led from t h e i r former commitment to John 
to accept Jesus as t h e i r Lord would doubtless have wished to incor­
porate treasured memories of t h e i r old master i n t o the t r a d i t i o n s 
of t h e i r new f a i t h ; and the f i r s t two chapters o f Luke's Gospel 
are best understood as the product o f a blending of what were once 
d i s t i n c t i v e l y Johannite t r a d i t i o n s into a framework of Christian 
b e l i e f . The entry of former Johannites in t o the Christian Church 
also conveniently explains the large amount o f information given 
about John the Baptist i n the Gospel t r a d i t i o n . I t i s clear that 
John had an important ro l e i n the Gospel story, but t h i s i n i t s e l f 
does not explain completely why so much information should have been 
preserved about him, especially concerning the circumstances of his 
b i r t h and.death. 

Particular significance must be attached to the reported con­

version by Paul i n Acts 19. 1-7 o f twelve men who had been baptized 

int o John's baptism. Although the narrative does not admit of a 

d e f i n i t e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , the best explanation seems to be that 

about A.D. 55-57 Paul was instrumental i n encouraging committed 

Johannites at Ephesus to accept Jesus Christ as the f u l f i l m e n t o f 

John's prophecies, and so to enter the Christian Church. The sug­

gestion has been made that t h i s incident i s t y p i c a l o f the response 

made by former Johannites to the Christian cause, and the evidence 
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for t h i s i s not confined to the character of Acts 19. 1-7 and the 

Lukan infancy narratives. Just as the detailed information given 

about John i n the Gospels i s best explained against a background 

of Johannites j o i n i n g the Christian communities, so also i s the 

practice of prayer, fasting and baptism i n the early Church. A l l 

these features of early Christian worship can be understood as 

having entered the l i f e of the Church as a consequence of Johan­

nites accepting Christian fellowship. 5 Another consideration i s 

to be found i n the factors operative i n the rapid increase i n the 

numbers of Christian believers i n the immediate post-Pentecost 

period. The i n t r i n s i c dynamic of the Christian cause could i t s e l f 

explain the large unmber of converts given i n the f i r s t few chap­

ters of Acts, but t h i s success may w e l l have been due i n part to 

many Johannit.es accepting, as t h e i r master had not been able to do, 

that there was an intimate relationship between hi s mission and 

that of Jesus, that the Holy S p i r i t was no longer a future pos­

s i b i l i t y , and that t h e i r proper place, was thus within the Christian 

Church. Convinced already that a new era was about to dawn, and 

being made mindful of the continuity between John's mission and 

th a t of Jesus, a considerable number of Johannites would no doubt 

have been p a r t i c u l a r l y receptive to the Christian message and have 

become believers more quickly than most. 

The other side of the coin i s that not a l l Johannites recog­

nized so natur a l l y the importance of the ministry of Jesus. The 

retention by some of John's supporters of allegiance only to Johan-

http://Johannit.es
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n i t e teaching and ideals would have been a natural consequence of 
John's own f a i l u r e to recognize that his mission was vindicated by 
that o f Jesus. Further, the rol e o f John as the eschatological 
Prophet was consistent with Messianic d i g n i t y , and t h i s factor would 
have made i t inevitable for a number of John's followers to accept 
for some time a f t e r his death that the correct course of action was 
to r e t a i n t h e i r independence and to champion s t i l l the convictions 
of t h e i r dead master. Paul's encounter with the twelve men at 
Ephesus may be taken as a pointer to the existence of men committed 
to a d i s t i n c t l y Johannite position nearly t h i r t y years a f t e r the 
death of John. To t h i s must be added the indications outside the 
pages of the New Testament that not a l l of John's supporters found 
t h e i r way quickly i n t o the Christian Church. 

Some significance should probably be attached to the record 

about John the Baptist given by Josephus i n The Antiquities of the 

Jews. This relates that several years a f t e r John's death the 

defeat of the army of Herod Antipas by that of Aretas was regarded 

by at least some Jews as j u s t punishment by God for Herod's murder 

of John; and since Josephus wrote near the turn of the f i r s t cen­

tu r y there i s j u s t a suspicion that at t h i s time too the question 

of John's death was a l i v e issue, presumably amongst men who were 

concerned s t i l l with the import of John's ministry. The independ­

ent conception of the mission of John alluded to i n the apocryphal 

Book of James i s also s i g n i f i c a n t as being consistent with the con­

tinued existence of a Johannite community which propagated trad-



i t i o n s about the importance o f i t s founder's work. But by f a r 

the most impressive evidence f o r the protracted survival of a 

Johannite party i s provided by the Pseudo-Clementine l i t e r a t u r e , 

which not only r e f l e c t s a h o s t i l e a t t i t u d e to John himself but also 

makes direc t references to h e r e t i c a l disciples of John who were in 

c o n f l i c t with the f i r s t Christian believers. So d e f i n i t e i s the 

h o s t i l i t y towards John, and so v i v i d are the references to the 

disciples of John who believed t h e i r own master t o be the Christ, 

that many scholars have concluded that the Pseudo-Clementine l i t ­

erature must t e s t i f y to the existence of a m i l i t a n t Johannite sect 

i n Syria during the second and t h i r d century A.D. 

But i f the pointers i n non-canonical works f o r the survival 

of s p e c i f i c a l l y Johannite groups a f t e r the death of John cannot be 

dismissed as t r i v i a l , t h e i r significance must not be over-emphasized 

Consistent as they are with the indications i n the New Testament 

that not a l l o f John's supporters immediately took up the Christian 

cause, at no point do they establish the existence of a widespread 

independent Johannite movement active more than a decade or two 

a f t e r John's death. The relevant references i n The Antiquities o f 

the Jews, The Book of James, the Pseudo-Clementine l i t e r a t u r e , and 

perhaps even the Mandaean l i t e r a t u r e , indicate at most no more than 

the existence of a f a i r l y small party cl i n g i n g to the conception 

of John as the eschatological Prophet, the Messiah, a party t h a t , 

to judge from i t s f a i l u r e to make an impression on other ecclesias­

t i c a l w r i t e r s , must have become increasingly inward-looking and 
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remote from the mainstream of the important r e l i g i o u s c o n f l i c t s o f 
the day. 

Close attention to the presentation o f John's ministry i n the 

Fourth Gospel does not bear out the fa m i l i a r claim that t h i s must 

r e f l e c t a polemic against a Johannite sect which set up i t s own 

founder as Messiah. Although there may have been some Johannites 

active i n certain areas when the Fourth Gospel was w r i t t e n , and 

although these would have na t u r a l l y venerated John as the escha­

t o l o g i c a l Prophet or Messiah, these two factors do not explain the 

d i s t i n c t i v e character of the Johannine references to him and his 

relationship with Jesus. The demonstrable inaccuracies i n the 

account of John's ministry given by the Fourth Evangelist t e l l 

against, rather than support, the view that he was concerned to 

present a polemic against a Johannite party. I f anyone would 

have been l i k e l y to know that John had had l i t t l e contact with 

Jesus, and tha t he had never recognized him as the Son of God or 

acknowledged h i s superiority i n any other way, i t would have been 

precisely those men who clung absolutely to the b e l i e f that John 

was the l a s t eschatological figure before the imminent end of 

days. Any attempt to attack t h e i r views by giving an inaccurate 

account of the Baptist's ministry would very probably have been dis­

advantageous i n that i t would have given such independent Johannites 

an ideal opportunity to take the offensive by stressing the errors 

of fact i n the Christian position. 

I t must also be recognized that the p o r t r a i t i n the Fourth 



Gospel of John as the conscious forerunner o f Jesus may owe l i t t l e 

or nothing t o polemical factors and represent a reading back into 

the circumstances of his ministry the role of precursor to Jesus 

which i n God's plan he had had, and which had been correctly per­

ceived by Jesus himself. Properly judged John's mission was to 

prepare the way for Jesus, and the representation by the Fourth 

Evangelist o f John as the enthusiastic witness to Jesus can be 

understood as an attempt to make t h i s point clear. The freedom 

and confidence with which the in t e r p r e t a t i o n i s presented i s s t r i k ­

ing, and although t h i s i s consistent with the lead given by Jesus 

i n r e l a t i n g his own mission to that of John, there may be an i n d i ­

cation here that the Fourth Gospel was wri t t e n by one who had 

special reason t o appreciate that John's ministry was divi n e l y 

related t o that of Jesus. There are good reasons fo r believing 

that former Johannites did accept that t h e i r proper place was i n 

the Christian Church - the description i n the Fourth Gospel of 

disciples o f John leaving him during his l i f e t i m e to serve Jesus 

probably accurately represents l a t e r developments - and i f the 

Fourth Evangelist had himself become a Christian believer as a 

consequence of s t a r t i n g with John the Baptist, i t would have been 

e n t i r e l y natural for him to represent the h i s t o r i c a l relationship 

between John and Jesus i n such a way as to make absolutely clear 

the v i t a l measure of continuity between t h e i r missions. 

However, a recognition that there may have been positive 

reasons why the Fourth Evangelist depicted John as the ideal w i t -



ness to Jesus leaves open s t i l l the question why at so many points 

i n the Gospel the importance of John i s s t r i c t l y q u a l i f i e d . This 

cl e a r l y i s the intention behind the abrupt note i n the Prologue 

that John i s not the l i g h t , and the aside i n 10. 41 that he did no 

sign. John's own threefold denial of Messianic o f f i c e i n 1. 20-

21 i s especially pointed, as i s also the reference i n 4. 1 to 

Jesus baptizing more disciples than John. In 5. 34, 36 i t i s 

even suggested that the witness of John to Jesus i s unnecessary. 

These references leave ithe d i s t i n c t impression t h a t along with 

stressing the positive relationship between John's mission and 

that of Jesus the Fourth Evangelist i s seeking to combat extreme 

views about John. 

At t h i s point reference must be made to the suggestion that 

the Jewish opposition to the Christian movement would hardly have 

been completely unaware either o f the way i n which John had exer­

cised his ministry independently of Jesus or of the survival a f t e r 

his death o f Johannite groups, some of which must have engaged i n 

controversy with the early believers about the respective merits 

of Jesus and John. These points, when noted to the exclusion of 

John's role i n God's plan as.the precursor of Jesus, and to the 

neglect of the natural assimilation of Johannites in t o the Christ­

ian Church, would have no doubt proved very a t t r a c t i v e to those 

t r y i n g to discredit the Christian cause. Indeed the p o s s i b i l i t y 

must be seriously entertained that i t was such opponents of the 

Church, and not men claiming allegiance only to a Johannite sect, 
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who were responsible for the survival i n t o the second h a l f o f the 

f i r s t century and beyond of exaggerated views o f John's status. 

Certainly the indications of extreme opinions about John i n the 

ext r a - B i b l i c a l l i t e r a t u r e mentioned e a r l i e r as co n s t i t u t i n g some 

evidence for the continued existence of Johannite groups, can be 

explained a l t e r n a t i v e l y as stemming from antagonists o f the Church 

who were simply attempting to make t h e i r own use of some singular 

features of Johannite h i s t o r y . This judgement applies p a r t i c u l a r l y 

t o the Pseudo-Clementine l i t e r a t u r e , for there i s much to commend 

Goguel's suggestion that the references there to John and his dis­

ciples r e f l e c t a polemic against a group that had no direc t contact 

with any Johannite sect, a group whose knowledge of Johannite h i s ­

tory was probably as s u p e r f i c i a l as i t was malicious. Further 

support for the argument that because of the use made o f certain 

aspects o f i t s h i s t o r y the Johannite movement proved i n d i r e c t l y 

troublesome to the Christian Church, i s provided by the note i n 

Origen's Contra Celsum that "the Jews do not connect John with 

Jesus, nor the punishment of John with that of Jesus" ( 1 . 48). 

The whole tenor o f Origen's argument at t h i s point can bear the 

implication that i n the middle o f the t h i r d century a number qf 

Jews were attempting t o present a one-sided picture o f John's min­

i s t r y i n an e f f o r t t o discredit the Christian cause. 

The character of the references i n the Fourth Gospel to John 

the Baptist, p a r t i c u l a r l y those which have the e f f e c t o f l i m i t i n g 

his d i s t i n c t i o n , appear to r e f l e c t s i m i l a r l y concern, not about a 



Johannite movement opposed to the Christian Church, but about a 

Jewish party which sought to exp l o i t for i t s own purposes what 

knowledge i t had of any tension there had been between the minis­

t r i e s of John and Jesus, and between the early Christian believers 

and those Johannites who for some years a f t e r the death o f John 

had retained t h e i r old ideals. I t i s noticeable that when the 

Baptist i s reported as making a threefold denial of Messianic 

dignity ( 1 . 20-21), t h i s comes i n response to a deputation of 

priests and Levites sent by the Jews, or rather by the Pharisees 

( 1 . 24-), to inquire of his status. Since the intention behind 

t h i s episode i s evidently to anticipate any suggestion that John 

might be the Messiah, the inference t o be drawn i s that the Fourth 

Evangelist was faced with a threat from a contemporary Pharisaic 

party s t r i v i n g to press the Messianic claims o f John, at least to 

the extent of teaching that his credentials to t h i s o f f i c e were 

superior to those o f Jesus. The acceptance by John's own dis ­

ciples of his unqualified testimony to Jesus ( 1 . 29f.) may be 

understood also as an attempt by the Fourth Evangelist to combat 

allegations from the Jewish opposition t h a t , as his relations with 

Jesus and the l a t e r h istory o f his movement indicated, John was 

not the forerunner of Jesus as the Christian Church claimed. 

Another attack on a Jewish party seeking to buttress i t s 

opposition to the Christian Church by se t t i n g up John as a r i v a l 

to Jesus appears to be present i n the explanation given by the 

Fourth Evangelist f o r the withdrawal o f Jesus from the company of 
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John and his consequent journey i n t o Galilee (4. 1-2). The r e f ­

erence to the danger of the Pharisees dwelling on the fact that 

Jesus was making and baptizing more disciples than John i s prob­

ably bound up with the picture given i n the Fourth Gospel of the 

contemporaneous a c t i v i t i e s o f John and Jesus. Whether t h i s 

mention of p a r a l l e l m inistries i s completely, or only p a r t i a l l y 

accurate, any suggestion that John continued to operate with his 

own disciples alongside Jesus and his would have given c r i t i c s o f 

the Church an opportunity to assert that John could not therefore 

have been the conscious forerunner of Jesus. The Fourth Evangelist 

would have been aware of t h i s danger but, either because he had good 

reasons for doubting the Synoptic picture of Jesus beginning his 

work i n Galilee only a f t e r John had been arrested, or because he 

f e l t compelled to present an account of contemporaneous ministries 

i n order t o combat the c r i t i c a l suggestion that Jesus was a second-

rate successor of John, appearing on the scene i n Galilee only 

a f t e r John had been incarcerated at Machaerus, he nevertheless 

boldly notes how Jesus and John had operated alongside each other 

and avoids any unwelcome speculations about r i v a l r y between the 

two men by adding that i t was precisely i n order to avoid the 

danger of such allegations from the Pharisees that Jesus moved 

away from John to work i n another area. This point would have 

been especially f o r c e f u l i f a t the time the Fourth Gospel was 

w r i t t e n , Pharisees were asserting that the relationship between 

John and Jesus was not as harmonious as the Christians made out. 



There i s nothing i n the denial that John i s the l i g h t ( 1 . 8 ) , 

and i n the assertion that he did no sign (10. 41), to indicate 

that Jewish rather than Johannite opponents of the Church are the 

author's concern, but i n the passage 5. 31-36 i t i s d i f f i c u l t to 

r e s i s t the impression that the evident desire of the Evangelist 

to check extreme views about John i s bound up with his general 

and unqualified polemic against "the Jews". In these verses i t 

i s made clear that John's witness to Jesus should be especially-

relevant to Jews, and that Jesus i s i n no way dependent for his 

authority upon the testimony of John. The juxtaposition of these 

two points i s s t r i k i n g , and the best explanation i s that they are 

alternative ways of facing up to the challenge provided by Jews 

of the Evangelist's own time who stressed the independence of John 

against Jesus i n an attempt to embarrass the Christian Church. 

Against the present malicious interest by Jews i n John should be 

set not only the. transient attention paid to him by Jews during 

his l i f e t i m e , but also the way i n which John himself had borne 

witness to Jesus when questioned by Pharisees i n his own day. 

This would have constituted a powerful t h r u s t against a Jewish 

party whose knowledge of what John actually said and d i d , to judge 

both from the general freedom exercised by the Fourth Evangelist 

i n presenting his account of the Baptist's ministry and from the 

absence of any evidence of an alliance between Johannites and 

Jews, must have been essentially s u p e r f i c i a l . As for any Jews 

who were somehow better informed, and thus able to dispute the 
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accuracy of t h i s and other o f the references made by the Fourth 

Evangelist to pa r t i c u l a r points i n John's ministry, they should 

consider that whatever they allege about John and about hi s r e l ­

ationship to Jesus, the re a l proof o f Jesus* status i s the witness, 

not o f John, but of the Father. 

The conclusion of t h i s investigation must be therefore that 

neither the character o f the references i n the Fourth Gospel to 

the Baptist nor the history of the movement which he brought in t o 

being i s consistent with the claim that the Fourth Evangelist was 

concerned to present a polemic against those whose sole allegiance 

was to the man believed by Christians to be the forerunner of 

Jesus. I t was the attempt made by Jews to undermine the status 

of Jesus by reference to the ministry of John that led the Fourth 

Evangelist to place s t r i c t l i m i t s on the importance of the wilder­

ness prophet. As for the positive way i n which John i s depicted 

i n the Fourth Gospel as the ideal witness t o Jesus, t h i s presup­

poses not a long-standing c o n f l i c t between Johannites and Christ­

ians, but rather a f i r m acceptance by the great majority o f those 

formerly pledged to John that t h e i r proper place was i n the Christ­

ian Church. 



APPENDIX 

THE DISCIPLES OF JOHN AND GNOSTICISM 

I t has been claimed that the reference to John the Baptist 

i n John 1 . 8 - "He was not the l i g h t (TO ) , but came to bear 

witness to the l i g h t " - was designed by the Fourth Evangelist i n 

order not only t o emphasize the superiority o f the Logos but also 

to oppose the veneration o f John as "the l i g h t " by his followers. 

This i s a view prima r i l y associated with Bultmann, to whom we owe 

the claim that the Prologue had i t s origins i n a John the Baptist 

sect as a gnostic c u l t i c hymn celebrating John as the pre-existent 

incarnate Logos. Bultmann argues that the author of the Fourth 

Gospel was once a member of the "Taufersekt", and that a f t e r h i s 

conversion to C h r i s t i a n i t y he applied t h i s gnostic hymn to Jesus. 

By the addition of vv. 6-8 and v. 15 to the hymn, the Evangelist 

succeeded both i n emphasizing the role of John as a witness t o 

Jesus and i n r e j e c t i n g the b e l i e f i n John as the Light and as the 

pre-existent Logos. This claim of Bultmann i s intimately bound 

up with his general argument that the background of Johannine 

theology i s o r i e n t a l gnosticism. According t o Bultmann, the 

figure of the gnostic heavenly redeemer coming i n t o the world to 

of f e r salvation i s transferred from John the Baptist and attached 
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by the Evangelist to the h i s t o r i c Jesus i n order to in t e r p r e t his 
j • • 1 

person and mission. 

In a c r i t i q u e of Bultmann's views. Fuller concentrates his 

attention on the claim that the so-called gnostic redeemer myth i s 

attached to the r e a l h i s t o r i c a l figure of Jesus. Fuller's .verdict 

i s that the evidence for the existence of such a gnostic redeemer 
2 

myth i n pre-Christian times i s inconclusive. There i s no pre-

Christian documentary evidence for the existence o f t h i s myth; and 

Bultmann's attempt to establish the pre-Christian origins of the 

myth by s t y l e - c r i t i c i s m of the Johannine discourses does not suc­

ceed i n outweighing the d i s t i n c t p o s s i b i l i t y that the alleged traces 

of a gnostic redeemer myth i n the Fourth Gospel are best explained 

by the claim that the myth i s a deviation o r i g i n a t i n g from w i t h i n 
3 

Ch r i s t i a n i t y i t s e l f . This c r i t i c i s m t e l l s strongly against 

Bultmann's complementary hypothesis that the gnostic redeemer myth 

was o r i g i n a l l y applied i n the Logos hymn to the Baptist by his 

followers. I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t that the attempt to connect the 

Logos hymn or song with a gnostic Johannite sect has found few 

supporters. In f a c t , Bultmann's views at t h i s point have been 

strongly c r i t i c i z e d by one of his former students i n favour of the 

judgement that the Evangelist used as the basis f o r his Prologue 

an already existing hymn of Christian o r i g i n . There are good 

grounds also for r e s i s t i n g Bultmann's contention that the term 

"the prophet" (which he claims was used by «the Johannite sect o f 

i t s founder) must be understood against a gnostic background.^ 



174 

The Qumran discoveries, and other evidence considered previously, 

strongly suggest that the term "the prophet", as used to describe 

John the Baptist, should be understood as an eschatological figure 

i n a d i s t i n c t l y Jewish expectation.^ 

However, the seemingly pointed way i n which i t i s denied i n 

John 1. 8 that the Baptist i s TO ̂ td£ , has persuaded many that some 

of his followers must have honoured him as "the l i g h t " . Recent 

studies rule out the p o s s i b i l i t y o f fi n d i n g the clue to the import 
7 

of t h i s denial i n the Mandaean t e x t s , and t h i s helps give a cer­

t a i n c r e d i b i l i t y to the view which seems a connection between an 

inter p r e t a t i o n of John 1. 8 as a piece of anti-Johannite polemic 

and the l a t t e r h a l f of the Benedictus, with i t s reference to the 

coming of the J^\^CTt>\Tj 4f U^OU£ i n order "to give l i g h t to those 

who s i t i n darkness and i n the shadow of death" (Luke 1. 78-79). 

I t i s probable that t h i s passage r e f l e c t s s t i l l the be l i e f s of a 

Johannite sect, and that the metaphor «CVdTo\fj £)^OU£ may have 
'8 

o r i g i n a l l y applied to Yahweh, whose forerunner John was. This 

in t e r p r e t a t i o n d i f f e r s from that advocated by Vielhauer who, read­

ing i n Luke 1. 78 the a o r i s t txCffKiilptlTo rather than the future 

CXt<fK€^€7aLL , believes that the Johannite sect revered John as 

Vielhauer then connects his in t e r p r e t a t i o n 

with the statement i n John 1. 8 that the Baptist "was not the 

l i g h t " . He sees i n t h i s denial a clear polemical thrust against 
g 

the b e l i e f i n John as the r i s i n g l i g h t , traceable i n Luke 1. 78. 

3ut even i f Vielhauer's premises are granted, that TO should 
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be understood as a Messianic ascription and that the ao r i s t LteXSKCljUTO 

should be read instead o f CKldKcfteiaLL > his int e r e s t i n g hypothesis 

f a l l s short o f conviction. The alleged p a r a l l e l between a descrip­

t i o n of John as and a descriDtion of him as To 

^ffog i s imperfect, and does not j u s t i f y the attempt to explain one 

expression i n terms of the other. 

I t i s also doubtful i f either Luke 1. 77-79 or John 1. 8 on 

t h e i r own o f f e r any support for the hypothesis that the Johannite 

movement expressed i t s veneration for John i n gnostic terms. The 

conceptions behind Luke 1. 77-79 are Jewish, not gnostic. There i s 

nothing i n the language of Luke 1. 77 to j u s t i f y Fuller's deduction 

that the Johannite sect must have "revered John the Baptist as the 

bringer of a gnostic type of revelation ... which i t defined i n the 

gnostic terms of l i g h t and l i f e " . " ^ " I t i s true that the phrase 

yVtitfU <f&>TflpC>CS i s not found i n the pre-Wew Testament writings 

and that the Hebrew equivalent i s absent from the Qumran s c r o l l s , 

but D. R. Jones emphasizes that the ideas of the knowledge of God 

and of salvation f o r his people are common i n the Old Testament. 

Jones also points out that the use of abstract nouns became more 

common i n the New Testament period, and he concludes that the 

phrase yv£)(fL£ (fcJTfJpu<S can thus be readily understood as a sum-
12 

mary of the Old Testament hope. 

The denial i n John 1. 3 that the Baptist was "the l i g h t " , 

together with the positive echoes of t h i s idea i n John 5. 35, do 

not by themselves constitute strong evidence that he was venerated 

i n some gnostic quarters as TO (jiGg . A respect f o r John as "the 



l i g h t " , or "the lamp", would not be out of place i n the context of 

Jewish expectations, and the p o s s i b i l i t y that John was regarded as 

"the l i g h t " can thus not properly serve as a basis for a t t r i b u t i n g 

gnostic b e l i e f s to any Johannite group in the mind of the Fourth 

Evangelist as he wrote his gospel. Further, the absence o f any 

other support for the claim that John the Baptist was thought of 

as "the l i g h t " strengthens the argument that the denial of t h i s 

t i t l e to him i n John 1. 8 was dictated simply by the immediate con-
13 

te x t and by a desire to emphasize the uniqueness o f Jesus. 

There i s one remaining avenue of approach which might lead to 

the conclusion that any Johannites known to the Fourth Evangelist 

held views of a gnostic character. I t w i l l be seen that t h i s 

approach i s marked by a tortuous combination of p o s s i b i l i t i e s , 

although i t does have the merit of taking f o r i t s s t a r t i n g point 

a v a l i d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the Johannine reference to a ministry 

exercised by John at "Aenon near Salim" (John 3. 23). A trad­

i t i o n dating from the fourth century A.D. places Aenon some eight 

miles south of Scythopolis, on the west bank of the Jordan, and 

within the boundaries of Samaria. This i d e n t i f i c a t i o n must be 

considered suspect i n that i t makes inane the Johannine note that 

"there was much water there" (John 3. 23). A better proposal 

comes from W. F. Albright, who takes Salim to r e f e r to the 

Samaritan town of the same name l y i n g about three miles to the 

east of Shechem. Several miles to the north-east of Salim there 

l i e s the modern v i l l a g e of 'Ainun, and i t i s t h i s place which 



Albright confidently believes to be the Aenon referred to i n John 
14 

3. 23. The evidence i s impressive; and since the trend of 

recent Johannine scholarship has been away from the view that "the 

geographical data of the fourth gospel .. are hardly worthy of 

consideration","^ the claim that John worked for a time i n Samaria 

must be taken seriously. 

I t i s no longer possible t o dismiss the assertion that John 

had a ministry i n Samaria on the grounds that as a l o y a l Jew he 
16 

would not have operated there. Even i f the words, "Jews have 
no dealings with Samaritans" (John 4. 9 ) , are meant to indicate a 

17 
general p r i n c i p l e , t h i s would have referred p r i m a r i l y to the 

lack of contact and sympathy between orthodox Judaism and orthodox 

Samaritanism. Scobie assembles evidence to suggest that on the 

sectarian l e v e l there were many s i m i l a r i t i e s i n doctrine, practice 

and general outlook, and he argues that the p o s s i b i l i t y o f contact 
18 

a t t h i s l e v e l between Jews and Samaritans cannot be ruled out. 

I t must also be recognized that as the eschatological Prophet John 

the Baptist would have made a certain appeal to those Samaritans 

looking forward to the coming of the Taheb, a figure who, on the 

basis of Deut. 18. 15, was conceived of as "the prophet l i k e unto 

Moses". Although i t seems l i k e l y that John's role as the escha­

t o l o g i c a l Prophet was primarily thought of i n terms of the return-

19 

ing E l i j a h , i t i s possible that John himself conceived o f his 

role as the eschatological Prophet i n general terms and that he 

l e f t to h i s followers the work o f defining t h i s r o l e more exactly.' 



I f so, any Samaritan lis t e n e r s would have been able to int e r p r e t 
21 

his ministry i n terms of the Moses-like prophet. Another r e l e ­

vant consideration i s that one of John's warnings to his Jewish 

list e n e r s had universal implications. 

Do not presume to say to yourselves, "We have Abraham as 

our father"; f o r I t e l l you, God i s able from these stones 

to raise up children to Abraham. (Matt. 3. 9; Luke 3. 8) 

Against t h i s background i t i s not d i f f i c u l t t o believe that John 

could have journeyed to Samaria with his c a l l for repentance, a 

c a l l which his Samaritan listeners would have been able to asso-
22 

ciate with the work o f the expected Taheb. 

Some support f o r the claim that John did exercise a Samaritan 

ministry has been found i n a rather perplexing conversation between 

Jesus and his disciples, reported i n John 4. 31-38. This conver­

sation has cl e a r l y some reference to the preceding account of Jesus' 

encounter with a woman of Samaria (4. 7-27) and his consequent 

enthusiastic reception from the men of Shechem (4. 30). I t i s 

t h i s encouraging response which leads Jesus to t e l l his disciples 

that i n t h i s instance sowing and reaping take place together (4. 

36). Jesus then continues, 

For here the saying holds t r u e , "One sows and another reaps." 

I sent you to reap that for which you did not labour; others 

have laboured, and you have entered i n t o t h e i r labour. (4. 

37-38) 

According to Scobie, a new element i s introduced i n t o the conver-
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sation a t t h i s point, and he argues that Jesus i s here r e f e r r i n g 

to the previous labours i n Samaria by John the Baptist and his dis-
23 

c i p l e s . Scobie believes that confirmation of t h i s conjecture i s 

provided by the fact that the report of t h i s conversation between 

Jesus and his disciples "follows almost immediately a f t e r the 

account of the overlapping ministries when John baptized at Aenon 
24 

near Salim (John 3. 23)". This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of John 4. 37-38 

suggested by Scobie i s not convincing. The mention of John's 

a c t i v i t y at Aenon near Salim does not associate his disciples with 

his work there, and i t i s doubtful i f the followers which John i s 

reported to have won i n the area explain s a t i s f a c t o r i l y the r e f e r ­

ence to the "others" mentioned i n 4. 38. Furthermore, i f there i s 

a real connection between the reference to the B a p t i s t ' s . a c t i v i t y 

at Aenon (3. 23) and the conversation i n question of Jesus with his 

disciples (4. 3 5 f . ) , i t i s d i f f i c u l t to understand why t h i s has not 

been made e x p l i c i t by the Fourth Evangelist, for i t would have com­

plemented admirably the picture i n his opening chapter of John's 

disciples going over to Jesus and of the old order giving way t o , 

and being intimately related w i t h , the new. But as the Gospel 

now stands the two episodes are not even placed side by side. 

These considerations make i t dangerous to accept that the speech 

of Jesus to his disciples i n John 4. 35-38 offe r s any support f o r 

the claim that John exercised a ministry i n Samaria. 

However, the claim i t s e l f should probably be accepted on the 

basis of the reference i n John 3. 23 to the Baptist's a c t i v i t y at 
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Aenon near Salim. There i s perhaps some significance too i n the 
persistent t r a d i t i o n that John was buried at Samaria. This tr a d ­
i t i o n i s f i r s t recorded i n the fourth century by Eusebius and 
Theodoret, but i t may be based on e a r l i e r t r a d i t i o n , or owe some­
thing to a recoll e c t i o n of John's ministry i n the area. A. Parrot 
surmises that the disciples o f John would not have buried t h e i r 
master's body near Machaerus and that for safety reasons they would 

have chosen to "go further a f i e l d to Samaria, thus avoiding Herod's 
25 

j u r i s d i c t i o n " . 

I f one accepts the premise that John enjoyed a successful 

ministry i n Samaria and that his followers there might have been 

joined by the more intimate c i r c l e of John's disciples a f t e r his 

death, the int e r e s t i n g question arises whether or not the outlook 

of the Johannites i n t h i s area was decisively affected by the 

Samaritan environment. I t i s Stauffer's confident b e l i e f t h a t 

" i h r TcLuferglaube musste demnach von vornherein eine ganz andere 

Form annehmen also die TSufertheologie i h r e r jiidischen Nachbarn 
26 

i n Judaa oder GalilSa" ; and since both Simon Magus and the 

gnostic heresy known as Simonianism were associated with Samaria, 

the suggestion that any Johannites ensconced i n that region may 
27 

have adopted gnostic views cannot be ignored. 

Our e a r l i e s t source of information about Simon Magus i s given 

i n Luke's account of Philip's missionary a c t i v i t y i n Samaria (Acts 

8. 5-24). Of par t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t i s the high esteem which Simon 

i s reported to have enjoyed i n t h i s area. His many acts o f magic 
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(8. 11) were one factor i n his popularity; another was his claim 

to be "somebody great" (8. 9 ) . Luke explains that p r i o r to his 

encounter with P h i l i p the whole country was of the opinion that 

that t h i s account indicates that Simon was a f u l l y - f l e d g e d gnostic, 

and i f i t could be said that there were followers of John domiciled 

i n Samaria, one p o s s i b i l i t y would be that amongst the large section 

of the population of Samaria paying keen attention to what Simon 

was saying were a number o f Johannites who were ready to accept 

gnostic views. But the important factor here i s that the des­

c r i p t i o n o f Simon as "that power of God which i s called Great" does 

not necessarily, indicate an acceptance of him by the Samaritans as 
28 

"the manifestation on earth of the great Power, i . e . the Deity". 

In f a c t , i t i s quite possible t o understand t h i s popular description 

with reference to ideas belonging to the realm of magic and not with 
29 

reference to gnostic views. Further, references by Justin and 

Irenaeus to a gnostic sect of Simonians which flourished i n Samaria 

during the second century A.D. cannot confidently be c i t e d as e v i ­

dence that the Simon mentioned i n Acts 8. 9-24 could at that time 

have been the possessor of gnostic views si m i l a r to those described 

by these two w r i t e r s . Despite the common Samaritan background, i t 

i s not d e f i n i t e that the head of the Simonian gnostic heresy i s to 

be i d e n t i f i e d with the Simon of Acts 8. S i g n i f i c a n t l y , Justin 

does not make t h i s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , although he himself was a native 

Simon was "that power of God which (*1 6uV*(fll£ i s called Great 
MeyArj ) (8. 10). I f i t could be said 
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of Samaria and knew that Simon, the founder of Simonianism, came 

from Gitta i n Samaria. Equally s i g n i f i c a n t are the indications 

i n the second-century descriptions of Simonianism that certain 

aspects o f Simonian thought were based on the New Testament x-rrit-

ings, f o r t h i s suggests that the probable creation of the Simonian 

gnostic system of b e l i e f should be placed near the beginning o f 

the second Christian century. These considerations make i t d i f ­

f i c u l t to accept that the case of Simon Magus offers support f o r 

the claim that any Johannites surviving i n Samaria a f t e r John's 

death would not only have retained t h e i r basic commitment to John 

but also have quite quickly presented t h e i r views afresh within a 

gnostic framework. 

There i s , however, one other factor which at f i r s t sight does 

appear to implicate the Johannite movement with gnostic heresy. 

This i s the intimation o f the Pseudo-Clementine l i t e r a t u r e that 

John was the ori g i n a t o r of Simonianism and Dositheanism. In the 

Homilies John i s linked d i r e c t l y with Simon, and i n d i r e c t l y with 

Dositheus. 

There was one John, a hemerobaptist, who was also, according 

to the method of combination, the forerunner o f our Lord 

Jesus; and as the Lord had twelve apostles, bearing the 

number o f the twelve months of the sun, so also he (John) 

had t h i r t y chief men, f u l f i l l i n g the monthly reckoning of 

the moon ... Of these t h i r t y , the f i r s t and most esteemed 
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by John was Simon; and the reason of his not being chief 
a f t e r the death of John was as follows: He being absent 
i n Egypt for the practice of magic, and John being k i l l e d , 
Dositheus desiring the leadership, f a l s e l y gave out that 

31 
Simon was dead, and succeeded to the seat. (2. 23, 24) 

Loisy's verdict that i n h i s t o r i c a l strictness neither Simon nor 

Dositheus was a successor of John r e f l e c t s the general view o f the 
32 

accuracy of t h i s Clementine reference. But a recognition of the 

doubtful h i s t o r i c i t y of the reference s t i l l leaves the problem why 

Simon and Dositheus should have been described as successors of 

John: hence the suggestion t h a t John's name would not have been 

linked with these two arch-gnostics, hoirever inaccurately, unless 

there was an a f f i n i t y i n outlook, or formal a l l i a n c e , between the 

movements which they had brought i n t o being. More so than any 

other evidence, t h i s passage i n the Homilies makes credible the 

suggestion o f a connection between any followers of John ensconced 

i n Samaria a f t e r his death and the clear witness of Justin to a 

fully-developed gnostic system well-established i n that area during 

the second century. John's supporters i n Samaria, i t may be sur­

mised, became syn c r e t i s t i c and amalgamated with Simonian gnosticism; 

consequently, the connection between the two movements was reported 
33 

to have originated i n direct contact between John and Simon. 

But the temptation to use the association of John with Simon 

i n the Homilies as support for the existence of a Johannite gnostic 

movement i n f i r s t or second century Samaria must be resisted. I t 
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i s s i g n i f i c a n t that the dir e c t references to "the disciples of John" 
i n the Recognitions do not a t t r i b u t e gnostic doctrines and specula­
tions to them, but place t h e i r views within the framework o f Jewish 

34 

expectations. Further, the Recognitions does not d i r e c t l y l i n k 

John with Simon and Dositheus, and does not couple i t s references 

to the h e r e t i c a l "disciples o f John" with outright opposition t o 

John personally. This i s i n contrast to the Homilies which, by 

the application of the theory o f pairs to John and Jesus, betrays 
35 

a hatred of John himself. The best explanation of t h i s i s that 

the w r i t e r of the Homilies was so concerned to combat those who set 

up John as greater than Jesus that he was prepared to attack the 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y honoured forerunner of Jesus. The alleged connection 

o f John with Simon and Dositheus, and the suggestion that he was a 

hemerobaptist, are completely understandable as part of t h i s violent 

polemic. "The l i n k with Simon and Dositheus was i n fact one of the 
36 

biggest i n s u l t s that could be directed against John." Schnacken-

burg's considered verdict i s that t h i s p a r t i c u l a r testimony o f the 

Homilies i s "tendenziSs" and that the novelist has invented t h i s 
idea of John the Baptist as the s p i r i t u a l father of the Samaritan 

37 

gnostics. This judgement i s confirmed by the lack of any i n d i ­

cation i n the Pseudo-Clementine l i t e r a t u r e , or elsewhere, that John 

held an honoured place i n either the Dosithean or Simonian systems. 

This excursus has revealed a lack of r e l i a b l e evidence i n sup­

port o f the claim that some of John's followers developed views of 

a gnostic character. The implication of John 3. 23, that the 



Baptist enjoyed a successful ministry i n a country which l a t e r 

became a stronghold of gnostic heresy, i s i n t e r e s t i n g , but i t can­

not be complemented by accurate information as to the s p i r i t u a l 

fate o f any Johannites domiciled i n Samaria a f t e r the death of 

t h e i r master. I t i s possible that some of John's followers there, 

and perhaps also elsewhere, did adopt gnostic views, but i n the 

absence of any concrete indications to the contrary the probabil­

i t y must be that t h e i r o r i g i n a l views would have been quickly l o s t 

and t h e i r change of outlook complete. I f the Fourth Evangelist 

was troubled by the popularity of malicious views of John's status, 

there are no r e a l grounds for supposing that these were related t o 

the wider gnostic threat. 
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The idea t h a t i n w . 6-8 there i s a d e s i r e , i f no t t o d i s c r e d i t 
John, then a t l e a s t t o l i m i t h i s importance over aga in s t Jesus, 
has no t been accepted by a l l s c h o l a r s . One e s p e c i a l l y i n t e r ­
e s t i n g a t tempt t o deny t h a t i n these verses there i s an a t t a c k 
on a B a p t i s t group comes f rom H . S a h l i n . ( ' Z w e i Abschn i t t e 
aus Joh 1 r e k o n s t r u i e r t ' , ZNW, 51(1960) , p p . 6 4 f . ) F ind ing 
i t d i f f i c u l t t o accept t h a t the Fourth Evange l i s t would have 
gone out o f h i s way i n the Prologue t o a t t a c k a B a p t i s t s e c t , 
and a rgu ing a l so t h a t the r e s p e c t f u l r e f e rence to John i n v . 7 
i s i n c o n s i s t e n t w i t h a p o l e m i c a l t h r u s t i n v . 8 aga ins t those 
who h e l d excessive views o f h i s s t a t u s , he suggests t h a t w . 6 , 
7 and 9 o r i g i n a l l y r e f e r r e d t o the Logos. He r e c o n s t r u c t s the 
o r i g i n a l ve r s ion as f o l l o w s : 

(6)'£y£vero ZvQpuxos,kxeffr^X/jLeyfos 7&.J&. QeoO . J.1) oixros 
%\Qev ek fKprupUv,tvu. fu-pruprjerj -Kepi Tod funk XV*L 
7civT« iu6re66ui(fiv St' CLUTOV ( 9 ) fjv TO <pQs, To kkrj&ivov, 
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