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THE FORERUNNER 

Early in each of the four gospels, we are introduced to a man named John (Hebrew, יֹוחָנָן 
[“Yochanan”]), a name which means “the LORD is gracious.” In each gospel, John is depicted as the 
forerunner of Jesus, introducing him to Israel.  Last study, when the prologue of the gospel of John 1

was explored, we were introduced to John:


“There came a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness, to testify 
about the Light, so that all might believe through him. He was not the Light, but he came to 
testify about the Light.” (John 1:6-8, NASB) 

John’s purpose was to get the people ready for the Messiah, as the Apostle John said “so that all 
might believe through him.” In a modern political context, John is like a well-known and beloved figure 
who is not running for office himself, but will campaign for the one who is running for office. John’s 
purpose was to get us ready and “vote” for Jesus as Messiah and Saviour. John was not the light - not 
the Messiah - but was certainly not unimportant! The gospel writer John said that he was “…a man 
sent from God…” (John 1:6, NASB). To be “sent” from God” means you have been commissioned by 
God for a specific task and God had commissioned him from birth for a great purpose.


JOHN’S BACKGROUND 

The gospel writer Luke tells us of the miraculous conception of John. John’s mother Elizabeth was 
barren (cf. Luke 1:7), but God miraculously enabled her to be able to conceive and bear a child with 
her husband Zechariah. The angel Gabriel announced this beforehand to Zechariah and instructed that 
the child be named John (cf. Luke 1:13). Luke records a prophetic utterance given by Zechariah in 
which he said that John was to be a “…prophet of the Most High…” and  he would “…go on before 
the Lord to prepare His ways; to give to His people the knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of 
their sins…” (cf. Luke 1:76-77). John’s purpose was to prepare the people for the Messiah, to call 
them to repentance, so they would be ready to receive the salvation that comes through him.


John was born to and raised by Zechariah and Elizabeth, devout and godly Israelites (cf. Luke 1:6). It 
can be assumed, then, that John would have been educated in the Scriptures and Jewish law from an 
early age. Luke does not report much about his upbringing, except that“…[John] continued to grow 
and to become strong in spirit, and he lived in the deserts until the day of his public appearance 
to Israel.” (Luke 1:80, NASB).


 A forerunner is “a person or thing that precedes the coming or development of someone or something else.”1
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THE SETTING 

In each of the synoptic gospels, we are told about the location of John’s ministry (“his public 
appearance to Israel”).


“…the word of God came to John, the son of Zacharias, in the wilderness.  
And he came into all the district around the Jordan…” (Luke 3:2-3, NASB) 

“Now in those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea…”  
(Matthew 3:1, NASB) 

“John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness…”  
(Mark 1:4) 

The gospel writers are telling us that John lived and appeared to Israel in the wilderness along the 
Jordan River, the Judean deserts. The fact that John lived and ministered in the Judean deserts has 
caused many to speculate that John had associations with the Essenes who also lived out in the 
Judean deserts, particularly in the area of Qumran, just north of the Dead Sea.  The Essenes were 2

priests who had recognized the corruption in the Temple priesthood and had chosen to break away 
from them. They lived out in the wilderness, separate from the rest of Israel; they adopted an ascetic 
lifestyle (a simple, poor lifestyle); they emphasized the importance of ritual washings (baptism); and 
they taught that the end times were near, that the Messiah was coming soon.  John’s appearance, 3

diet, ministry of baptism, and end-times message all have similarities to the Essenes. However, none 
of this proves a direct association. Therefore, at best, it can be said that it seems John was inspired by 
them. That said, while there are similarities between John’s teaching on and practice of baptism with 
the Essenes, John brought a unique spin to the ritual: it was for the purpose of demonstrating 
repentance. As first-century AD Jewish historian recorded about John: “…he was a good man and had 
urged the Jews to exert themselves to virtue, both as to justice toward one another and reverence 
towards God…”  John was a popular preacher; he amassed a great following; many believed he was 4

sent from God for a great purpose. As the gospel writers reported, many in Israel responded to John’s 
call to be baptized, and thus he was called “Baptist,” or more accurately, “baptizer,” “one who 
immerses others in water.” 
5

  “John the Baptist” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, eds. Joel B. Green, Jeannine K. Brown, Nicholas Perrin 2
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PROPHETIC PURPOSE 

All three of the synoptic gospels then quote the Hebrew Scriptures and claim that John and his 
ministry was in fulfillment of what was written therein.


All three writers quoted Isaiah 40:3 with Luke adding in verses 4-5 from that chapter and Mark 
integrating Malachi 3:1. We should be careful to think of the gospel writers’ use of the Hebrew 
Scriptures as straight-forward prophecy fulfillment. Many scholars have noted that the original context 
of the Isaiah passage is not referring to John or any other forerunner to the Messiah.  Instead, as they 6

often did, the gospel writers quoted from the Hebrew Scriptures in a uniquely Jewish way: by 
employing “midrash,” a common method of interpretation by the rabbis of the time of Jesus and later. 
It was common for the rabbis to interpret the Scripture literally (which is called “peshat”), but then 
there was “midrash,” when the rabbis would find a deeper meaning to the text, usually through word 
or even letter association.  John’s ministry of calling Israel to repentance was the deeper fulfillment of 7

these prophetic texts. It is John’s voice who is crying out in the wilderness to make ready the way of 
the Lord. John is God’s messenger sent ahead of the Messiah, who will prepare his way. In this way, 
John was acting out the role of the prophets of old, which is likely why Matthew described John in 
such a way that was to remind his readers of Elijah (cf. 2 Kings 1:8). Matthew said: “…John himself 
had a garment of camel’s hair and a leather belt around his waist; and his food was locusts and 
wild honey.” (Matthew 3:4, NASB; cf. Mark 1:6). John lived a simple ascetic life, dressing simply and 
eating simply: living off of kosher locusts and honey from dates. All of this conveyed that John was not 
interested in the pleasures of this age, but was completely devoted to God, proclaiming repentance in 
anticipation of the coming kingdom of God.


“…it is written in the book of the 
words of Isaiah the prophet, ‘The 

voice of one crying in the 
wilderness, Make ready the way 

of the Lord, make His paths 
straight. Every ravine will be 

filled, and every mountain and 
hill will be brought low; the 

crooked will become straight, 
and the rough roads smooth; and 
all flesh will see the salvation of 

God.’” (Luke 3:4-6, NASB)

“For this is the one referred to by 
Isaiah the prophet when he said, 

‘The voice of one crying in the 
wilderness, Make ready the way 

of the Lord, make His paths 
straight!’” (Matthew 3:3, NASB)

“As it is written in Isaiah the 
prophet: ‘Behold, I send My 

messenger ahead of You, who 
will prepare Your way; The voice 
of one crying in the wilderness, 
Make ready the way of the Lord, 

make His paths straight.’” 
(Mark 1:2-3, NASB)

 France, R.T.. The Gospel of Matthew. United Kingdom: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2007.6

 Lunde, Jonathan. Three Views on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament. United States: Zondervan, 2009.7
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THE MESSAGE 

The message John proclaimed to his fellow Israelites was as follows, as reported by Matthew: 


εν δε ταις ημεραις εκειναις παραγινεται ιωαννης ο βαπτιστης κηρυσσων εν τη ερημω της ιουδαιας 
λεγων μετανοειτε ηγγικεν γαρ η βασιλεια των ουρανων 

“Now in those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the wilderness of Judea, 
saying, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.’” (Matthew 3:1-2, NASB) 

John was calling on the Jewish people to repent of their sin in anticipation of the coming kingdom. 
Repentance is a Jewish concept and comes from the Hebrew word “teshuvah,” which literally means 
“to turn back.” From a Jewish perspective, repentance is a serious, life-altering decision; it refers to 
making a lifestyle change. Choosing to live a life of repentance means, you turn from living a life of sin 
and instead live a life of obedience to God and His ways.  In fact, in Judaism - even to this day - a 8

person who has chosen to turn to God and live by His commandments is called a “ba'al teshuvah,” 
which literally means “master of repentance.” A person who is a “master of repentance” is someone 
who lives a life of daily introspection; becoming skilled at recognizing the areas in which sin still has a 
foothold and working with God to grow in virtue.


Repentance is to be done in light of the soon-coming kingdom. Since the Messiah is coming soon, it 
is time to get serious about your life in relation to God and His ways. The main signifier that a person 
has chosen to repent of their sin and live for God is baptism. Matthew continued; describing how the 
people responded to John: “Then Jerusalem was going out to him, and all Judea and all  the 
district around the Jordan; and they were being baptized by him in the Jordan River, as they 
confessed their sins.” (Matthew 3:5-6, NASB; cf. Mark 1:4-5). Similarly, Luke put it this way: “And 
he came into all  the district around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins” (Luke 3:3, NASB). John was calling on the people of Israel to confess their sins, 
commit to repentance in light of the coming kingdom, and to begin to demonstrate that repentance by 
letting him immerse them in water. The idea was that if a person submitted to this process and did 
these things with all their heart, that God would forgive them and He would include them in the 
kingdom when the Messiah came.


Historically, up to that point, baptism served two functions: for Israelites to complete the process of 
becoming ritually clean and for Gentiles to complete the process of converting to Judaism and 
becoming Jewish.  John’s baptism here is for neither purpose, but his baptism is built upon both. 9

Instead of ritual cleanness, the people were being baptized to signify that they wanted to become 
morally clean. And instead of being baptized to convert to become Jewish - something they already 
were - they were being baptized in order to have their hearts converted. Baptism is an empty ritual if a 
person is not doing it from their heart; it must be an outward demonstration of what is going on inside. 


John was the forerunner to Jesus; he got the people of Israel ready for Jesus. John called the people 
to repentance and to demonstrate that repentance through baptism. Then, when Jesus came on the 
scene, the people who had responded to John’s message and were baptized by him were then 
receptive to Jesus and his teachings. Wonderfully, John can still be a forerunner to Jesus. We can 
listen to John. We can embrace his message of repentance in light of the coming kingdom. And, 
furthermore, we can take inspiration from John and be a forerunner to Jesus in someone else’s life. We 
can help people get ready to encounter Jesus!
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