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In Luke, Chapter 1, we learn a great 
deal about John the Baptist. We first 
read about him before he is even 
born. An angel reveals to Zechariah, 
John’s father, that he and his elderly 
wife, Elizabeth, are going to have a 
son. There is the announcement to 
Zechariah, by the angel Gabriel, of the 
forthcoming birth of John, the old age 
of his parents, how Zechariah is made 
mute, and the divinely chosen name 
of John which means “The Lord has 
shown favor.” Further, there is the rec-
ognition by the unborn John in utero of 
the unborn Jesus when Mary visits her 
relative Elizabeth. John and Jesus were 
related through their mothers. In Luke 
1:36, Elizabeth is described as Mary’s 
“kinswoman,” meaning that they were 
related in some way through marriage 
or blood. 

Since no human being can ever be 
summed up by one title or activity, 
the same is true for John the Baptist. 
The New Testament presents him as a 
preacher, a prophet, and a precursor 
(forerunner) of Jesus. Together these 
titles provide a mosaic of who he was.

John the Baptist was famous in his 
day as a preacher and prophet even 

before he pointed people to Jesus. He 
came out of the desert tradition of the 
Sacred Scriptures, for it is in the desert 
that one encounters God and enters 
into covenant with God.

John is mentioned in all four Gospels 
and Acts of the Apostles. The Synoptic 
Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke) call him 
“the Baptist” or “Baptizer.”  The term 
means “dunker,” in John’s case one 
who submerges others in water for the 
forgiveness of sins. 

Jewish historian Flavius Josephus also 
records John’s baptism and execution 
in Antiquities of the Jews. 

John the Baptist: Preacher
John preached “a baptism of repen-
tance for the forgiveness of sins” (Lk. 
3:2-13). In the Judaism of John’s day, 
baptism was an adult rite of passage 
and recommitment to living a life 
based on covenant with God. Passing 
through the water of the Jordan river 
symbolized a cleansing of one’s sins 
and a recommitment to one’s faith. 
John’s disciples confessed their sins 
and underwent baptism.  

As an itinerant preacher, John’s ap-
proach to religion and faith was stern 
and ascetic, requiring of his disciples 

a regimen of prayer and fasting (Mk. 
2:18).  His preaching attracted a wide 
following. In the Gospel of John, the 
Baptist refers to Jesus as the “Lamb 
of God who takes away the sin of the 
world” and acclaims him as the “son 
of God” (Jn. 1:34). In the other gospels, 
John baptizes Jesus.

John the Baptist: Prophet
Biblically speaking, prophets are 
spokespersons for God. John followed 
in the footsteps of the great prophets 
of the Hebrew Scriptures. He is cast in 
the role similar to the Prophet Elijah, 
an austere leader who prepares for and 
announces the arrival of the Messiah.

The Baptist will be forever marked by 
his diet and wardrobe: he ate locusts 
and honey and wore a camel-hair shirt 
and a waist belt made of leather (Mat-
thew 3:4). The Gospels portray him as a 
prophet who came out of the desert to 
proclaim the arrival of the Kingdom of 
God and to issue a call to repentance, 
understood as a conversion from a for-
mer lifestyle to a new one (Mt. 3:1-12; 
Mk. 1:4-8; Lk. 3:1-17). 

Prophets are said to comfort the afflict-
ed and afflict the comfortable, which 
is what John did. He comforted people 
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who were in the vice grip of sin and 
freed them through baptism. 

Being a prophet, John the Baptist also 
afflicted the comfortable. He did this 
to both religious and political lead-
ers. John the Baptist condemned the 
Pharisees and Sadducees as a “brood 
of vipers”  (Mt. 3:7). John was essential-
ly calling the religious leaders “deadly 
sons of serpents.” It is quite a bold 
denunciation, and one Jesus repeated 
to the Pharisees in Matthew 12:34.

John challenged tax collectors, telling 
them to collect no more than what 
was appointed. He did the same for 
soldiers, telling them, “Rob no one by 
violence or by false accusation, and be 
content with your wages” (Lk. 3:12-13).

John also afflicted political leaders 
such as Herod Antipas, one of Herod 
the Great’s sons who stole Herodias, 
the wife of his brother Herod Phillip. 
That put him in opposition to John 
the Baptist who opposed the mari-
tal union; “It is not lawful for you to 
have your brother’s wife.” (Mk. 6:18). 
Herodias hated John the Baptist with a 
passion, and directed her daughter to 
delight Antipas with a special dance at 
his birthday and ask for John’s head. 
Herod Antipas had him beheaded (Mk. 
6:21-28).

John the Baptist:  
Precursor of Jesus
The Gospels also portray John the Bap-
tist as the messenger who precedes Je-
sus, the way a herald would run ahead 
of a king and announce his arrival. He 
is Jesus’ precursor preparing others 
for Jesus. He prepares the way of the 
Lord. John proclaimed: “The one who 
is more powerful than I is coming after 
me; I am not worthy to stoop down and 
untie the thong of his sandals” (Mk. 
1:7). Further, when speaking of Jesus, 
he proclaims, “He will baptize you with 
the Holy Spirit” (Mk. 1:8). 

Even before Jesus begins his public 
ministry, John the Baptist knows that 
Jesus’ work will extend far beyond his 
brief life here on earth. John knows 
that Jesus’ works involve the whole 

activity of God. People like John the 
Baptist may appear in our neighbor-
hoods or live on the margins, but they 
are often the ones who understand 
Jesus’ power the best. They often 
see the Spirit in ways the rest of us 
cannot. This is the case with John the 
Baptist.

The Gospels and the Distinctive 
Activity of Jesus and John
The Gospels take considerable care to 
relate how Jesus’ and John’s activity 
was distinct. In Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke, John is arrested and imprisoned 
before Jesus’ public ministry even 
begins. The prologue of John’s Gospel 
clarifies the relationship between the 
two. In each case, John’s words point 
to Jesus as one greater than himself, 
baptizing not with water, but with the 
spirit and fire. In Matthew, John is 
reluctant to baptize Jesus and must be 
encouraged by Jesus to do so. 

The Gospel authors seem concerned 
that these relatives and prophets—and 
their ministries—not be confused. 
Indeed, when Herod Antipas learns of 
Jesus’ ministry, after having had John 
beheaded, his first thought is that John 
the Baptist had come back to life.

Jesus’ Praise for John the Baptist
A marvelous and often overlooked 
feature of Jesus’ preaching is the praise 
that he lavishes on John. For example, 
he says, “Truly I tell you, among those 
born of women, no one has arisen 
greater than John the Baptist” (Mt. 
11:11a). Similarly, Jesus said that John 
“...was a burning and shining lamp, and 
you were willing to rejoice for a while in 
his light. But I have a testimony greater 
than John’s” (Jn. 5:35-36). 

Elsewhere, the ministry of John the 
Baptist is presented by Jesus in un-
mistakably favorable terms: “For John 
came to you in the way of righteous-
ness and you did not believe him, but 
the tax collectors and the prostitutes 
believed him; and even after you saw 
it, you did not change your minds and 
believe him” (Mt. 21:32). 

Finally, Jesus addresses parallel criti-
cisms of himself and John, “For John 
came neither eating nor drinking, and 
they say, ‘He has a demon;’ the Son 
of Man came eating and drinking, and 
they say, ‘Look, a glutton and a drunk-
ard, a friend of tax-collectors and sin-
ners!” (Mt. 11:18-19). Clearly John was 
a figure of key importance to Jesus.

John the Baptist:  
A Model for All of Us
Why did Jesus insist on this important 
significance of John the Baptizer? 
Because John is not only the forerun-
ner of the Messiah, but he provides a 
model for all of us, who take our bap-
tismal promises seriously as disciples 
of Jesus.  

By baptism, we are all called to preach 
the Gospel.  Every preacher of the Gos-
pel becomes another John the Baptist 
called to bear witness to the prophetic 
word of God, proclaiming the urgent 
need for repentance of sin. By baptism, 
we were made prophets, and like John 
the Baptist, we too are called to be 
spokespersons for God. Like John, we 
are forerunners of Jesus and prepare 
the way of the Lord.

 
Liturgical Commemorations of  
St. John the Baptist 
 
The Catholic Church commemorates 
St. John the Baptist on two feast 
days: June 24, the Nativity of St. 
John the Baptist, and August 29, the 
Beheading of St. John the Baptist. 
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