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John the Baptist as announcer of God's judgment 

Many people are dissatisfied. This is evident from the yellow jackets in France, the Brexit in 

England, Trump in America and various populist movements in Europe. Also at the time of 

Jesus dissatisfaction prevailed: the country was occupied by the Romans and the common 

man suffered from the possessive classes who collaborated with the occupying forces. The big 

difference with now is that the society from the time of John the Baptist and Jesus was 

permeated with religion, this in contrast to our secularized society. Nowadays certain 

populists do have many followers. But in the days of Jesus, charismatic and prophetic men 

like John the Baptist attracted many listeners. John and his many followers lived in the same 

religious ambiance. It was believed that God could come any moment as a judge who would 

condemn bad people. But the listeners of John realized that they could not only blame others 

for all the misery that existed, they knew that they themselves were not faultless in God's eyes 

either. The people, impressed by the words of John, were baptized by him in the Jordan. The 

water of this river cleansed them of their sins so that they could endure the coming judgment. 

 

Jesus servant of the Lord 

Jesus too was among the listeners of John. What did Jesus do? Let us listen to Luke: Now it 

happened that when all the people had been baptized and while Jesus after his own baptism 

was at prayer, heaven opened and the Holy Spirit descended on him like a dove. And a voice 

came from heaven, ‘You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased’. All kinds of things 

happen here. We name them one by one. 

First it is said that Jesus was baptized in the Jordan. He obviously did not feel superior 

to the crowd, but showed solidarity with all those who were baptized. 

Furthermore, Luke reports that Jesus prayed. Prayer can been described as speaking 

with God. You can also say: listening to God. The difficulty is that you don’t always know 

what to say and you don’t hear anything from God. You can also say that by praying - even 

without words - you enter into a sacred, divine space. Jesus, anyhow, entered this space.  

We hear what Jesus experienced: when he was praying, the heavens were opened and 

the Holy Spirit descended upon him (Luke 3:21). The gift of the Spirit is God's answer to the 

prayer of Jesus. The Spirit of God is the life-giving power of God, of which the Bible speaks. 

In Genesis we read that God's creative spirit hovered over the primeval flood (1: 2). God's 

spirit came upon Samson so that he was able to tear a lion (Judges 14: 6). Moses, Joshua, 

David, and Elijah were permanently under the influence of God's spirit. Jesus is also inspired 

and driven by God's spirit (Luke 4: 1.14).  

What does the inspiration of the Holy Spirit do with Jesus? This is said by the voice 

from heaven: You are my beloved Son, with you I am well pleased (Luke 3:22). The same is 

found in the first reading, from Isaiah: Here is my servant whom I uphold, my chosen one in 

whom my soul delights (42: 1). God finds joy in someone who is like the servant from the first 

reading. This servant - we heard  - is filled with God's spirit, he does not break the crushed 

reed, God gives him the task to open the eyes of the blind and to free captives (Isaiah 42: 



1.3.7). With these words of Isaiah you could characterize Jesus' deeds. What Jesus does is 

also similar to what we heard in the second reading, from the Acts of the apostles. The apostle 

Peter begins to speak about Jesus: You know ... how Jesus of Nazareth began in Galilee, after 

John had been preaching baptism. God had anointed him with the Holy Spirit and with 

power, and because God was with him, Jesus went about doing good and curing all who had 

fallen into the power of the devil (Acts 10: 37-38). 

 

We 

Also we, ordinary people, can experience the working of God's spirit. Ezekiel lets God say: I 

shall give you a new heart, and put a new spirit in you; I shall remove the heart of stone 

from your bodies and give you a heart of flesh instead. I shall put my spirit in you, and 

make you keep my laws, and respect and practice my judgments (36: 26v). In the book of 

the prophet Joel, God says: I shall pour out my spirit on all humanity. Your sons and 

daughters shall prophesy, your old people shall dream dreams, and your young people see 

visions. Even on the slaves, men and women, shall I pour out my spirit in those days (Joel 3: 

1-2). The spirit that animated Jesus also inspires us to live according to the model of the 

Lord's servant and according to the model of Jesus. 

 

The voice that sounded when Jesus was praying after his baptism also sounds to us. There are 

a lot of voices around us. All these voices call for attention: the voice of advertising messages 

that try to attract your attention, the voice of pop stars, the voice of politicians who first 

frighten you and then promise safety, the voice of many people and organizations that are not 

interested in you, but more in their own interests. Sometimes there is also a voice in yourself 

that makes you doubt, a voice that says ‘I am worthless in this world’. But there is also the 

voice of God you can hear in the silence of your heart: 'you are my beloved child'. Jesus heard 

that voice. We also can hear that voice. This means that we are all brothers and sisters, it 

means that it is our calling to free one another (Isaiah 42:7), to do good and to heal each other 

(Acts 10:38), in the wake of Jesus, who is servant of God his Father, and of all men. 
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