
 
Advent 3 -  Jesus and John the Baptist – 12th December 2010 
Theme: “Expectations” – Matthew 11: 2-11 
 
Introduction 
On this third Sunday of Advent, the emphasis continues to be on John the 
Baptist, who embodies the advent of a new age while remaining embedded 
in the old age. 
Last Sunday, the Gospel centred on John’s ministry in the desert or 
wilderness but now it is later in his ministry. He is imprisoned, a stark 
reminder of how his prophetic witness has been received – not well by the 
powers to be! 
As an aside, people were kept in prison awaiting trial until they were 
exonerated, exiled or executed. During their incarceration, prisoners could 
have contact with supporters, family etc and so picked up news of the day. 
It is possible that John was imprisoned with people he new as part of the 
repentance movement based around his ministry. All of this would verify 
that John had heard news of Jesus’ activities through both his disciples and 
family. Also John has had time to reflect on his ministry and now wants to 
have it affirmed that Jesus is the one promised by God. 
Certainly Matthew’s narrative purpose is to address the identity of both 
John and Jesus. 
 
Reflection on the Passage 
The passage can be divided into two sections: 
Matthew 11:2-6 where Jesus answers John’s question and then it moves 
on to verses 7-11 where Jesus talks about John’s ministry. 
 
Let’ s look at the first section: 
The question sent to Jesus through John’s disciples appears to be a simple 
one. “Are you the one who is to come, or are  
                                    we to wait for another?” 
As is often the case, Jesus responds to John’s question indirectly. More to 
the point, Jesus’ response enlarges the scope of the question, with echoes 
from Isaiah and second Isaiah that provide glimpses of a new age in which 
the wounds of Israel will be healed. 
 



The following parallels illustrate Matthew’s indebtedness to Isaiah. The 
blind see in Matthew 9:2-8 and Isaiah 35:6 
             The lepers are cleansed in Matthew 8:1-4 but are  
              not in Isaiah. 
             The deaf hear in Matthew 9:32-34 and Isaiah 35:5. 
             The dead are raised in Matthew 9:18-19 and 
              Isaiah 26:19. 
              The poor are cared for in Matthew 9:35-38 and in  
              various place in Isaiah including 29:19 & 42:7. 
Taken together, these activities define a profile of expectations and portray 
an Israel in crisis, at least for the peasant villages and rural poor. Their 
wounds call for healing, exactly the role Jesus assumes as healer and 
exorcist. While Isaiah anticipates this wide-scale benefaction, he does not 
link it to the coming messiah. Yet Matthew certainly does as he documents 
aspects of both John and Jesus’ lives for the early church. 
Perhaps the most intriguing member of this list is the final entry; “the poor 
have good news brought to them.” (vs 5) 
The poor refers to the destitute, the down and out, the desperate, those 
rejected by mainstream society. In a sense, a sign of the messiah, is one 
who has a primary concern for this section of society when others don’t 
care, don’t see and don’t do anything to help them. This is in a day and age 
when there was no such thing as welfare, no hospitals, no aged care, no 
mental health services, no pensions and no helping services. We tend to 
forget the setting into which Jesus came. 
It is in this context that Jesus says the beatitude: 
       “Blessed is anyone who takes no offense at me” 
Suddenly there is a social conscience raising awareness of those in need 
and saying, particularly to the wealthy, the religious and political rulers, 
care for the poor, as this is a sign of our relationship or non relationship 
with God – part of the covenant agreement. Suddenly Jesus’ response 
becomes both political and religious. We’ve already seen that this has led 
to John’s imprisonment and impending death and this will 
also happen, in due course, to Jesus. 
Taking on those in power has major implications for your health welfare!!  
 
 
 
Now the second section of today’s Gospel – Matthew 11:7-11 



Jesus moves away from talking about himself to talking about John the 
Baptist – his cousin. While John’s disciples are leaving, so we are told, 
Jesus begins talking about John. I’m sure John’s disciples stayed close by 
to listen.  
 
Jesus asks the crowd three rhetorical questions about John in the desert 
and their reasons for going to see John. 
All three questions have a similar format beginning with: 
     “What did you go out into the desert to see?” 
     1. A reed swayed by the wind? 
     2. A man dressed in fine clothes? 
     3. A prophet? 
The first image of a ‘reed swayed by the wind’ some commentators suggest 
refers to the exodus and of God’s saving acts, one being enabling Israel to 
escape the Egyptians by travelling through the ‘reedy sea’ where the wind 
held back the waters. This is an image of hope. 
The second image of seeing a man clothed in fine clothes appears to ‘be a 
shot’ at John’s dress sense of a camel tunic held together with a leather 
belt. Certainly John was not clothed how they would expect a messenger 
from God to be. He would have looked like the ‘wild man of the bush’ rather 
than God’s messenger. Hence don’t judge by appearance only! 
The third image of a prophet is in fact what John was. Jesus uses a 
compound quote, that is two pieces of Scripture from Exodus 23:20 and 
Malachi 3:1 to say that John was both the messenger and the one 
preparing the way for ‘he who is to come’. John is the ‘bringer in’ of the new 
age – he is the bridge between the two. Hence this strange quagmire in 
Matthew 11:11.  As the reign of heaven comes into being in Christ, John 
suddenly diminishes in importance, his job having been completed. 
 
Conclusion        
As we look at John the Baptist we see him completing his task – ushering 
in the new age of Christendom. This is the Christ advent which we prepare 
for again at Christmas. 
However mixed with all this is the care of God’s people, the sick, the poor, 
the deaf – let us not forget them at Christmas or at anytime for this is part 
of our calling, in Christ’s name!             


