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John the Baptist - an early Christian problem?
‘John the Baptist … a rough but utterly sincere character with everything he owns on his back, as wild as the wilderness he has chosen for his pulpit, preaching to everyone who will listen, “Make straight the way of the Lord.”’ (Barbara Brown Taylor)

Meetings of the WTA take one back to the Greco-Roman world, where the custom was for lively-minded people to meet for a session which had three parts: (i) a meal, (ii) a libation to the god(s), and (iii) a seminar-type discussion – hence the term symposium = an occasion for drinking, and thinking, together! The discussion/debate, for which two or three members designated in advance were made responsible, might be on any topic, serious or not: Plutarch gives us some examples: ‘Whether the hen or the egg came first’, or ‘Whether women are colder in temperament or hotter’, or ‘What Plato meant by saying that God is always doing geometry’.
The topic for our debate is ‘whether, why and how John the Baptist was an early Christian problem’. And in acting as the initial stirrer of debate I want to acknowledge the stimulus of a new and fresh book by Joel Marcus, John the Baptist in History and Theology (South Carolina: 2018). This is a fine book which has made me change my mind on some issues but clarify why on others, rightly or wrongly, I differ from him. So let me put to you a series of mini-proposals on the rebound, as it were, from this fine book.
1 The evidence is clear that all the gospel writers see JnB as vital to the understanding of Jesus, but each in his/her different way puts him down, stressing Jesus’ superiority to him. Sometimes (Matt, the 4G) JnB even says that himself, and according to the 4G he even says that his mission is simply and exclusively intended to promote Jesus and to encourage his own followers to be followers of Jesus. 
6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7He came as a witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. 8He himself was not the light, but he came to testify to the light. … 31I myself did not know him; but I came baptizing with water for this reason, that he might be revealed to Israel. (John 1.6-8, 31)
But the NT provides clear evidence that the JnB movement developed and continued as a separate movement that was not absorbed into the Jesus movement, so the later Christian effort involved in trying to have the one absorbed by the other is understandable. Acts 18.24-19.7 describes the ongoing presence of members of the JnB community in Ephesus in the 50s BCE, who (happily from Luke’s point of view) moved on to become believers in Jesus, and we pick up hints of independence in traditions included in the gospels. Thus:
18 Now John’s disciples and the Pharisees were fasting; and people came and said to him, ‘Why do John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?’ (Mark 2.18) 
18 The disciples of John reported all these things to him. So John summoned two of his disciples 19and sent them to the Lord to ask, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?’ (Luke 7.18-19)
2 Jesus himself had been a follower of JnB: (i) he submitted to his baptism, an historical fact which no Christian believer would have invented; (ii) many times in the teaching of Jesus we hear echoes of the preaching of JnB; and (iii) Jesus himself said explicitly that in the whole record of those who had been entrusted with a vocation by God there had never been anyone greater than JnB: ‘a prophet and more than a prophet’, cf. Matt 11.7-9a, 11a.
7 As they went away, Jesus began to speak to the crowds about John: ‘What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind? 8What then did you go out to see? Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft robes are in royal palaces. 9What then did you go out to see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet. … 11Truly I tell you, among those born of women no one has arisen greater than John the Baptist; yet the least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he. (Matthew 11.7-9/Luke 7.24-26, 28)
3 The NT is keen on the idea that there was a divine programme involving Jesus, and therefore involving JnB in a preparatory role: he is Elijah (according to Matt and Mark, but not Luke and the 4G), clothed as such (Mark 1.6) and confirmed by Jesus as such, while Jesus has the higher status of the messiah.

11Then [Peter, James and John] asked him, ‘Why do the scribes say that Elijah must come first?’ 12He said to them, ‘Elijah is indeed coming first to restore all things. How then is it written about the Son of Man, that he is to go through many sufferings and be treated with contempt? 13But I tell you that Elijah has come, and they did to him whatever they pleased, as it is written about him.’ (Mark 9.11-13)
According to the gospel JnB engages in a baptism which is essentially inferior to that of Jesus (baptism with Spirit, or with spirit/Spirit/wind and fire. 
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. I have baptized you with water; but he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.’ (Mark 1.7-8) 
‘I baptize you with water, but one who is more powerful than I is coming after me; I am not worthy to carry his sandals. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. (Matthew 3.11)

The data surveyed thus far suggest the existence of two organically related movements, the one emerging from the other, and the two set in a relationship of potential rivalry with one another. The one was more rigorous than the other in respect of the holiness principle, standing in this respect closer than the other to Pharisaism; the one was focussed in similar vein on (once for all) ritual washing and located for that purpose at the Jordan, whereas the other was itinerant and necessarily therefore not focussed on such washing. 

This takes us to the heart of the ‘problem’: what does it say about the two movements that they had been related but became distinct from one another, each maintaining its distinct identity? Specifically, how may JnB and his mission be understood? I have some suggestions to make for your consideration.

4
In Luke 1.5-25 we have the tradition of the birth of JnB. This uses a standard scheme to portray the meaning of the role of a notable person in Israel’s history by having an angel announce and define it in advance. As it stands, this colourful and compelling tradition, so through-and-through Jewish in what it says explicitly and assumes implicitly, is unlikely to be historical, but it is pricelessly valuable to the historian! There is not a whiff of Christian conviction in the whole story, and if we ask how it will have come into being and where it will have been preserved, the right answer will not be among the followers of Jesus but rather in the community of followers of JnB. That makes all the more likely the inference that this story preserves evidence of how JnB himself understood his own mission. 
The key part of the text is the ‘job spec’ of John:
15He will be great in the sight of the Lord. He must never drink wine or strong drink; even before his birth he will be filled with the Holy Spirit.16He will turn many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. 17With the spirit and power of Elijah he will go before him, to turn the hearts of parents to their children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.’ (Luke 1.15-17)
4.1 
His mission is to ‘prepare’ in the spirit of Isaiah 40.3: ‘A voice cries out: “In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.” All the four gospels agree that Isaiah 40.3 holds the key to the mission of John – indeed, the 4G strips him of all other possible status definitions but allows and indeed asserts Isaiah 40.3: see especially Mark 1.3/Matthew 3.3/Luke 3.7 and John 1.23. 
The hypothesis of Joel Marcus takes very seriously this point of overlap with the Qumran community, cf. 1QS 8.12-15:

12And when these have become a community in Israel 13in compliance with these arrangements they are to be segregated from within the dwelling of the men of sin to walk in the desert in order to open there His path. 14As it is written: “In the desert, prepare the way of ****. Straighten in the steppe a roadway for our God.” 15This is the study of the law which he commanded through the hand of Moses, in order to act in compliance with all that had been revealed from age to age, 16and according to what the prophets had revealed through his holy spirit. 
Given the wealth of overlaps between the reports of JnB in the gospels and the texts from the Dead Sea, not the least of which is the geographical closeness of John’s activity and the location of the sect, I believe that the case mounted by Marcus is compelling that JnB had been a member of the Qumran sect. This marks a real advance in our understanding of the mission of JnB.

It is vitally important to notice that JnB prepares for the coming of the Lord/God, not (as Marcus infers) the messiah. Whereas there is recurrent allusion to messiahship and divine Sonship in the parallel annunciation story concerning Jesus, there is absolutely none in the JnB material. It is the coming of the Lord God which is in mind, and this expectation of God’s own direct intervention in judgement, and his alone, makes sense of the proclamation of judgement by JnB in Q. Thus, the ‘unquenchable fire’ (elsewhere only in Job 20.26 concerning divine judgement on the wicked): 
7 But when he saw many Pharisees and Sadducees coming for baptism, he said to them, ‘You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8Bear fruit worthy of repentance. 9Do not presume to say to yourselves, “We have Abraham as our ancestor”; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham. 10Even now the axe is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. … 12[The coming one’s] winnowing-fork is in his hand, and he will clear his threshing-floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.’

4.2
The relationship between JnB and Elijah is crucial. It is beyond all doubt that the mission of JnB is defined within Elijah-type parameters – both explicitly and by means of a scriptural allusion. The declaration that ‘with the spirit and power of Elijah he will go before him, to turn the hearts of parents to their children’ is a deliberate echo of Malachi 4.5-6:
5 Lo, I will send you the prophet Elijah before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes. 6He will turn the hearts of parents to their children and the hearts of children to their parents, so that I will not come and strike the land with a curse.
Joel Marcus argues that JnB regarded himself as Elijah and that after failing to convince his fellow-members of the Qumran community he broke with them in pursuance of this conviction and vocation. 
Perhaps one should be more cautious and see JnB’s move out of the community into public space as a matter of strategy – how to reach Israel as a whole – rather than a divergence of conviction. And in any case, one has to wonder whether any sane person could regard himself as Elijah. The presupposition of Elijah’s ‘coming’ is that after ascending to the divine world without dying he will come down from heaven to earth to carry out this threatening mission. As Christine Joynes observes, the gospels ‘raise significant questions about how an individual could be identified as Elijah returned’ (EDEJ 2010: 378). 
One has also to note that despite the Christian conviction that JnB = Elijah (cf. Mark 9.11-13), whoever was responsible for the transfiguration tradition also maintained the historic view that Elijah was the outstanding prophet who had become heavenly/angelic (cf. Mark 9.2-8). He will return, i.e. from heaven to earth, according to the normative scheme. That is to say, he will come in person rather than by being impersonated.
The alternative view is that JnB is not being in any sense equated with Elijah! To engage in public ministry ‘in the spirit and power of Elijah’ is to continue the prophetic mission of Elijah and to walk, as it were, in the shoes of Elijah’s most notable successor, Elisha. When Elisha asks for ‘a double share of your spirit’ he is seeing himself as related to Elijah as an eldest son is to a father, and thus as the beneficiary of his legacy, cf. 2 Kings 2.9-15:

9 When they had crossed, Elijah said to Elisha, ‘Tell me what I may do for you, before I am taken from you.’ Elisha said, ‘Please let me inherit a double share of your spirit.’ 10He responded, ‘You have asked a hard thing; yet, if you see me as I am being taken from you, it will be granted you; if not, it will not.’ 11As they continued walking and talking, a chariot of fire and horses of fire separated the two of them, and Elijah ascended in a whirlwind into heaven. 12Elisha kept watching and crying out, ‘Father, father! The chariots of Israel and its horsemen!’ But when he could no longer see him, he grasped his own clothes and tore them in two pieces.

13 He picked up the mantle of Elijah that had fallen from him, and went back and stood on the bank of the Jordan. 14He took the mantle of Elijah that had fallen from him, and struck the water, saying, ‘Where is the Lord, the God of Elijah?’ When he had struck the water, the water was parted to the one side and to the other, and Elisha went over.

15 When the company of prophets who were at Jericho saw him at a distance, they declared, ‘The spirit of Elijah rests on Elisha.’ They came to meet him and bowed to the ground before him.

So the mission of JnB is modelled on that of Elijah (not at all the same as saying that JnB = Elijah), set in the succession to Elijah, empowered by the same divine spirit that empowered Elijah, and directed towards the future intervention of the Lord God himself, the God of Elijah.
4.3
This proposal turns out perhaps unexpectedly to be in line with the position adopted by the 4G. Almost certainly knowing and using the synoptic gospels, and presenting a checklist of options that can hardly be other than Christian, the 4G (1.19-23) reflects a view of JnB that is present in some Christian circles.
19 This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, ‘Who are you?’ 20He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, ‘I am not the Messiah.’ 21And they asked him, ‘What then? Are you Elijah?’ He said, ‘I am not.’ ‘Are you the prophet?’ He answered, ‘No.’ 22Then they said to him, ‘Who are you? Let us have an answer for those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?’ 23He said,
‘I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, “Make straight the way of the Lord”’, as the prophet Isaiah said.


But the scheme I have been advocating does need to take account of three pieces of evidence which appear prima facie to point in a different direction.
4.3.1
Mark draws special attention to JnB’s clothing and diet, and there is no reason to doubt the intention to imitate Elijah, though the excess beyond the standard ‘hairy garment’ of a prophet (cf. Zechariah 13.4) is minimal.
6Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist, and he ate locusts and wild honey. (Mark 1.6)
7He [Ahaziah] said to them, ‘What sort of man was he who came to meet you and told you these things?’ 8They answered him, ‘A hairy man, with a leather belt around his waist.’ He said, ‘It is Elijah the Tishbite.’ (2 Kings 1.7-8)

But a prophet’s appearance has to do not with his/her status as with the thrust of the message. Thus, an extreme case, Isaiah’s nakedness (Isaiah 20.2-4), or Jeremiah’s yoke of straps and bars (Jeremiah 27.2, 8), or arguably the followers of Jesus sent out barefoot on mission, i.e. in the mode of mourners with a message, ‘Blessed are the mourners, for they will be comforted’ (Luke 10.4, cf. 6.21/Matthew 5.4).
2At that time the Lord had spoken to Isaiah son of Amoz, saying, ‘Go, and loose the sackcloth from your loins and take your sandals off your feet’, and he had done so, walking naked and barefoot. 3Then the Lord said, ‘Just as my servant Isaiah has walked naked and barefoot for three years as a sign and a portent against Egypt and Ethiopia, 4so shall the king of Assyria lead away the Egyptians as captives and the Ethiopians as exiles, both the young and the old, naked and barefoot, with buttocks uncovered, to the shame of Egypt. (Isaiah 20.2-4)

2Thus the Lord said to me: Make yourself a yoke of straps and bars, and put them on your neck. … 8But if any nation or kingdom will not serve this king, Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, and put its neck under the yoke of the king of Babylon, then I will punish that nation with the sword, with famine, and with pestilence, says the Lord, until I have completed its destruction by his hand. (Jeremiah 27.2, 8)

In a real sense the prophet’s message overwhelms the person, and the JnB/Elijah parallelism does not require us to infer more than his role as the mouthpiece for the revival of the message of Elijah to an allegedly alienated nation. The expectation that Elijah will come will be achieved when this heavenly personage, who supposedly did not die, makes a person – not an impersonated – appearance from heaven – allowing Malachi 4.5-6 to clarify and identify the person envisaged in Malachi 3.1-2:
1See, I am sending my messenger to prepare the way before me, and the Lord whom you seek will suddenly come to his temple. The messenger of the covenant in whom you delight—indeed, he is coming, says the Lord of hosts. 2But who can endure the day of his coming, and who can stand when he appears? For he is like a refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap … (Malachi 3.1-2)
4.3.2
The next issue concerns the ‘coming one greater than I’ saying and the associated ‘two baptisms’ saying. Both are in Mark and Q – in Mark sequentially, and in Q as an inclusio:
7The one stronger than I is coming after me; 

of whom I am not worthy to stoop down and untie the thong of his sandals. 

8I have baptized you with water; 

and he will baptize you in holy spirit.’ (Mark 1.7-8)

16I baptize you with water; 

but one stronger than I is coming; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandals. 

He will baptize you in holy spirit and fire. (Matthew 3.11/Luke 3.16)
17His winnowing-fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing-floor and to gather the wheat into his granary; but the chaff he will burn with unquenchable fire.’ (Matthew 3.12/Luke 3.17)
In Luke 3.17 the unquenchable fire is the judgement imposed by God, and the likelihood is a consistency of meaning between that saying and what precedes in Luke 3.16. The combination of ‘spirit/wind’ and fire, using a washing metaphor, is an echo of classic threats of judgement, represented typically by Isaiah 4.4.
2 On that day the branch of the Lord shall be beautiful and glorious, and the fruit of the land shall be the pride and glory of the survivors of Israel.3Whoever is left in Zion and remains in Jerusalem will be called holy, everyone who has been recorded for life in Jerusalem, 4once the Lord has washed away the filth of the daughters of Zion and cleansed the bloodstains of Jerusalem from its midst by a spirit of judgement and by a spirit of burning. 5Then the Lord will create over the whole site of Mount Zion and over its places of assembly a cloud by day and smoke and the shining of a flaming fire by night. Indeed, over all the glory there will be a canopy. 6It will serve as a pavilion, a shade by day from the heat, and a refuge and a shelter from the storm and rain.
If the coming one is God, and the baptism is by wind and fire, then the likelihood is that the word ‘holy’ is an addition which ultimately brings about the exclusion of the fire reference as the second baptism comes to stand for Christian initiation. Not only so, the comparison/contrast between JnB and the coming one is redundant and hardly appropriate if the coming one is God. So the implicit contrast is a Christian construction, insisting (as the Christians did) that JnB < Jesus, and the Jesus in question is the risen one whose divine Spirit is received in Christian ‘death and resurrection (cf. Romans 6.3-4) baptism’.
The outcome of this ‘history of traditions’ investigation is highly respectful of JnB and his baptism. That baptism is allowed to stand by itself, not being inferior to anything else, but ‘salvific’ and truly cleansing in its own right, in a context where a severe and threatening warning of the coming judgement of God is the overwhelming reason and indeed inducement for taking the preparatory step of submission to baptism. It belongs squarely within the context of Judaism; it is untouched by any Christian conviction – just like the ‘job spec’ defined by Gabriel in Luke 1.5-25!

4.3.3
Finally, what is to be done with Matthew 11.2-6/Luke 7.18-23?
2 When John heard in prison what the Messiah [Matthean redaction] was doing, he sent word by his disciples 3and said to him, ‘Are you the coming one, or are we to wait for another?’ 4Jesus answered them, ‘Go and tell John what you hear and see: 5the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them. 6And blessed is anyone who takes no offence at me.’
Some interpreters, specially those unused to the exercise of critical ‘history of traditions’ methods, typically assume as historical fact without further enquiry that JnB, having acclaimed Jesus as greater than himself, is now suffering from doubt as he languishes in jail. He wonders, allegedly, whether he had been right to acclaim Jesus. Rightly or wrongly, I believe it would be wise to hold back and to note: 
(i) ‘The coming one’ is Q-speak for the figure of the coming and judging Son of Man (cf. Luke 12.39-40, 42-46), whom Christians have equated with Jesus – again a spin-off of resurrection thinking. Before such an equation was imposed on the tradition, and when the likely historical reality was that ‘the coming one’ was God, it is surely inconceivable that JnB would ask Jesus, in effect, ‘Are you God, or do we look for someone else?” 
(ii) When the profile of JnB’s ‘coming one’ is compared with what Jesus has been doing, there is simply no match and therefore no reason at all for JnB even to wonder whether Jesus was the coming divine judge. 
(iii) The unoriginal contrast in Mark/Q is a matter of relative ‘strength’, and in this respect there is continuity between Luke 3.16 and the list of miracles achieved in Q 7.22. For the (rare) use of ‘strength’ in the context of miracle, cf. Luke/Q 11.22. The list itself is patchy in respect of historicity vis-à-vis the activity of Jesus who was probably, broadly speaking, a prophetic faith healer, but ‘the poor have the gospel preached to them’ is exactly right for the core of Jesus’ message, cf. the earliest form of the beatitudes (Matthew 5.3-10/Luke 6.20b-21).
4.4
So we can return with confidence to the conclusion that the mission of JnB was modelled on that of Elijah (not at all the same as saying that JnB = Elijah), empowered by the same divine spirit that empowered Elijah, identified with and reviving the prophetic mission of Elijah in a new situation, and directed towards the future intervention of the Lord God himself, the God of Elijah. In the process of defending this conclusion we have en passant stumbled upon the answer to our core question about JnB’s ongoing movement’s having become a problem to members of the ongoing Jesus movement.
4.4.1
In debate with the Jerusalem leadership (Mark 11.27-33) Jesus is still to be found identifying with JnB and his mission. 
27Again they came to Jerusalem. As he was walking in the temple, the chief priests, the scribes, and the elders came to him 28and said, ‘By what authority are you doing these things? Who gave you this authority to do them?’ 29Jesus said to them, ‘I will ask you one question; answer me, and I will tell you by what authority I do these things. 30Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin? Answer me.’31They argued with one another, ‘If we say, “From heaven”, he will say, “Why then did you not believe him?” 32But shall we say, “Of human origin”?’—they were afraid of the crowd, for all regarded John as truly a prophet. 33So they answered Jesus, ‘We do not know.’ And Jesus said to them, ‘Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.’
This has to be regarded as an implicit endorsement and therefore an indication that the two missions and movements ran in parallel and were shaped by similar aims, albeit by diverse strategies. In other words, parallelism was not inherently a problem. Therefore:
4.4.2
It was the resurrection of Jesus which in the twinkling of an eye elevated his status as someone whose mission was endorsed by God and who personally was raised to the status of a divine being. It was bound to be a problem if the members of the ongoing JnB movement did not sign up to belief in the resurrection of Jesus but continued with a separate mission. They did not sign up to Christian baptism. They did not have any experience of the gift of the Spirit which the Christians insisted was part and parcel of their baptismal experience. The earlier parallelism became only partial, and that was a serious problem.
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