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I hope I don’t sound too girly when I say that I have always been attracted to the 
figure of John the Baptist. Why is a good question! What is there to appeal to any of 
us about the camel-hair wearing man who comes bellowing out of the desert?  

Obviously, I’m not the only person to find him fascinating: quite apart from his 
interest to the church, he has clearly caught the imaginations of a great many artists 
and is very well-represented in traditions of painting and sculpture. As there are 
relatively few details given about him in the gospels, artists emphasise aspects of the 
character they imagine was his.  

Caravaggio’s paintings, for example, say a great deal more about the artist’s liking for 
gorgeous young men than they say about the person of John the Baptist; a boy he 
picked up on the streets of Rome or Naples is seated, draped prettily with fur 
(instead of the roughness of camel hair) and is gazing dreamily off into the distance. 
Similarly, while Leonardo da Vinci’s effeminate-looking figure with the Mona Lisa 
smile does have John’s trademark pointing finger, that’s where any useful 
resemblance ends.  

It’s easy to see how these two artists have infused their representations of the 
Baptist with their own interests but however an artist portrays John, it is always the 
artist’s own perspective that we see. Even those who take their lead from the 
description of him in the gospels and depict him in animal skins, looking rough 
around the edges, are making their own statement about him.  

Rodin’s bronze sculpture of the Baptist has him stark naked, striding purposefully 
with finger raised authoritatively. This sculpture makes it very clear that there is 
literally nothing between him and his mission.  

Some, like Grunewald, have him in close association with a lamb – presumably a 
representation of his cousin, the Lamb of God. Often he appears wild and 
threatening, his hair and the camel hair rough, and his gaze challenging. 

All this attention to John’s appearance and personality is ironic, though, as John 
himself was clear that he existed only as a human signpost. His goal was not to draw 
attention to himself but to prepare the way of the Lord. The very attributes that we 
find intriguing were signs of his purpose in the world – namely, to turn the world to 
face the kingdom coming near in Jesus.  

  



Matthew begins abruptly, with no segue from the birth narrative. He writes, “In 
those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea.” Which days are 
these? How long is it since Joseph had moved the family to Nazareth after the flight 
into Egypt? How were Jesus’ growing up years? What was his relationship with his 
family like? What did he know of his cousin John who Luke told us leapt with joy in 
his mother’s belly when the pregnant Mary drew near. What brings Jesus into Judea 
where John is?  

None of the gospels pretends to be a biography. The gospels don’t give us 
information that we can make up our own mind about. Rather they tell us what we 
need to know to be drawn into the kingdom of God. In those days, in God’s time, 
John appeared in the wilderness of Judea. 

The wilderness, throughout the biblical narrative, is a place where God prepares his 
people for life as his people. The 40 years Moses and the people of Israel spent in 
wilderness was in order to be shaped to be God’s people. It was in the wilderness 
that Israel learned what they needed to learn: that God would provide them with 
whatever they needed to be his people. In the wilderness, Israel learned to be 
dispossessed so that it might learn to be the nation of God, led by God’s hidden 
presence in the fiery cloud and sustained by food that came as a gift from God; that 
is to say that they learned who God was – their deliverer and their provider.  

John as a prophet of Israel similarly has nothing but what God provides: he eats only 
what he can gather and he wears the clothing the wilderness supplies. This shapes 
him to understand his profound dependence upon God and his role as the prophet 
who calls the people of God to repent.  

We tend to think of repentance in individualistic terms – as indeed we tend to think 
of everything – but John is a prophet of the people Israel. He represents God’s 
decisive action on behalf of Israel to save the nation from its failure to live as God’s 
people. The repentance John calls for is the same repentance Jesus calls for: for 
Israel to live again as God’s holy people. This holiness is embodied in the Law of 
Moses given in the wilderness to lsrael – a holiness which requires Israel to live by 
gift, by grace, in the knowledge of the God who provides.  

This call to repentance is always a radical challenge – fundamentally a challenge to 
our view of ourselves as our own creators and sustainers. Time and time again in the 
Old Testament stories, we see human beings elevate themselves to God’s place: in 
the story of Adam and Eve in the garden, in the tower of Babel, in the shaping of the 
golden calf in the desert. 

The repentance John calls for is not about feeling bad and living better – although a 
better way to live does flow from the kingdom John proclaimed was near. However, 
the kingdom does not come through our trying to be better people. Rather, the 
kingdom comes and brings us to repentance; when we see the kingdom coming near 
in the person of Jesus, we are changed and begin to live as children of that kingdom.  

John rallies the people of God then and now to be positioned by the resting-place 
which God makes possible for us in Christ. We are lifted into that resting-place by the 
life, death and resurrection of Christ – and we shape our life together according to 
the glory which we know here and now in Christ through the work of the Spirit.     



Our repentance is our conforming to the shape of discipleship given us when we are 
called to follow Christ. We perceive the call upon us when our eyes are opened to his 
presence in the world. John doesn’t call Israel to change the world through their 
repentance, but calls for repentance because the world is being and will be changed 
by the one John knows is to come.  

John’s attack on the Pharisees and Sadducees pre-empts Jesus’ accusation that they 
attempt to make God’s gift a possession rather than hearing the call to be his people. 
John says that they assume being the children of Abraham is enough to ensure their 
status; they don’t believe anything else is required of them. As a result, they fail to 
bear fruit worthy of the repentance made possible by the coming kingdom – because 
they fail to see that kingdom in their midst. In a radical challenge to Israel’s leaders, 
Jesus is the child of Abraham capable of raising children of promise from the stones 
themselves.  

We in the church should be mindful of John’s accusation when we act as though God 
is a possession we are entitled to and which we can use in whatever way we see fit. 
When Christians claim a status rather than a calling, we make the same presumption 
the Pharisees and Sadducees make and stand accused as they do of not bearing fruit 
worthy of repentance. Every tree must bear good fruit, according to John, or it will 
be thrown into the fire.  

John has come to prepare the way for the one who is God’s refining fire. The new 
age begun in Jesus requires that the chaff of our lives – as individuals and as 
community – be burned away. That fire, the fire of the Holy Spirit, is the fire of a love 
so intense that we fear its grasp. Yet it is the love unleashed in Jesus’ life, death and 
resurrection – into which we are baptised – that frees us from all that keeps us from 
God.  

John continues to invite the church to live with full awareness that our existence 
depends on God’s gift to us of our very identity as his people. John shows us how to 
call the world to see the presence of Christ in the world. He reminds us that God 
provides his gathered people with all they need for their life of witness in the world. 
He shows us how to be God’s faithful people and bear the fruit of repentance, the 
fruit of knowing that we are created out of nothing and sustained by God in 
anticipation of his future. And he challenges us to be truly self-effacing so that when 
the world looks at the church, it does not see us but the one to whom we point – the 
Saviour of the world. 

*** 


