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Matt 3: 1-12  7 

The Wild Man of the desert. Does this reading make you think of the Wild Man 

of Borneo. Some may know the film, which focused on a pair of dwarves who 

performed in a circus show at the beginning of the 20th century. I think this 

comes to mind for me because of frequent references to this film as I grew up. 

But also, because of my anthropology interests, I am aware of the term 

referring to tribes in remote riverine and hillside areas of Borneo known as the 

wild men of Borneo, but officially called the Dayak people.  

I’m not usually a visual person, but there’s no need to be imaginative here – 

we are given a good picture in words of the wild man known to us as John the 

Baptist. But there are details missing  eg – was he a hairy man, or simply a man 

with long, unkempt hair. Living in the desert  - did he smell, have 

communication issues (do you imagine grunts and lots of yelling rather than 

polite conversation?). Would you be fearful of him or keen to have a 

conversation if  you come across him unexpectedly on a ramble through a river 

valley? 

 I have two pictures – the wild man who resembles a tribesman from Borneo, 

his language would be almost unintelligible, he would present a rather 

frightening figure. But the other picture reminds me that John the Baptist had 

a following of people, he is interesting enough for Jesus to go looking for him, 

and he knows his Scripture. And don’t forget – we do know his family origins. If 

he is some madman who has gone out to live in the desert, how would that old 

couple  - Elizabeth and Zechariah - be feeling? Their child came in their old age, 

they had high hopes for him, so how do we reconcile those two pictures?  

Those pieces of information don’t come from today’s reading – we know that 

because Luke writes about it in Chapter 1. Incidentally, only Luke fills in any 

information about John, often called the Baptiser.  

It is possible John was one of the Essenes – not a group mentioned in Scripture 

but known through other texts for their ascetic way of life, concern for ritual 

purity, sharing of property and communal way of life. From these other 

sources we know his followers continued to revere him after his death, that he 

pronounced imminent judgement on Israel, and warned the Jews that their 



special status in God’s eyes would not be enough to deliver them from the 

coming disaster. Josephus (a first-century Romano-Jewish historian)also says 

that John spoke of the ‘Stronger one’;  one who would baptise with spirit and 

fire. John’s  water baptism was not unique, he like others were saying that 

water-baptism for the forgiveness of sins was available here and now – this is 

the True Israel, you don’t have to belong to the Temple cult. In other words, 

John was part of a prophetic renewal movement in the Jewish world, but they 

were political not just spiritual and aimed to replace not to renew existing 

structures.  

What do prophets of OT look like?  Holy men and prophets were not 

uncommon in the Jewish world of the Old Testament. They were often called 

madmen and the Hebrew word used to describe a fit (1 Samuel 18:10) literally 

means to prophesy under the influence of the divine spirit. NRSV translates it  

as rave. Prophets often went around in groups and gathered followers around 

them, known as schools. Elijah and Elijah are examples of leaders of prophetic 

communities. Some were prophets who were on the staff of the worshipping 

communities – they had a role in worship and were known particularly for their 

skill in intercessory prayer. Like Jeremiah they spoke to YHWH on the people’s 

behalf but would also communicate the divine answer.  

IN other words, wild man in appearance or not, John would not necessarily 

have been regarded as someone to avoid, and he would most likely have the 

gift of the gab.  

What is the message that John brings? Reread the passage of Scripture again. 

The followers of John will have heard John refer to the Pharisees and 

Sadducees as a brood of vipers, as they came to be baptised? If you were a 

follower of John, how would you feel about this? If you were a Pharisee, would 

you have continued to accept John’s baptism. Matthew doesn’t record their 

reaction; he goes on to explain that one much more powerful will come to 

baptise with the Holy Spirit and fire. His message is that this is not just a rite of 

passage, transformation has to take place. This is what the refining fire does to 

the metal – it purifies it in the high temperatures. This is an advance on the 

pruning axe which has cut out the dead wood to allow the tree to produce 

good fruit.  

 



The other important message in John’s address to the Pharisees and 

Sadducees is that it doesn’t matter who you are. Just because they are 

descended from Abraham it doesn’t give them special status when it comes to 

the judgement of the 2nd coming. Does calling yourself a Christian (or Anglican) 

give you special status? Will you get time off for good behaviour if you attend 

church most Sundays? What about if you follow the rules for a good life – 

being generous to those who have less than you, or supporting the disabled, 

sharing your resources ?  

What does being ready mean? – RELATIONSHIP – what is your relationship 

with God? Have you been doing these things because you ought to, or because 

you know that is what God wants and you want to please him. In considering 

this though remember God’s love for us is unconditional – he doesn’t love us 

because we do these things, he loves us anyway, he loved us before we 

understood we should do these things. Being ready means - have you 

understood that love, do you do these things because he loves us,  and we 

have to show that love to those who do not know about it yet. 

Be awake and alert. Know what you need to do, what you are doing and why. 

And do it in readiness, in love for all God’s creation, especially those people 

who represent the people he most loves: the poor, the marginalised, the sick 

and suffering in body and mind, the sorrowful (and so on). WE are called this 

Advent to be expansive in our outlook. Our arms fully open must embrace all 

peoples – be ready to be reconciled whether it is with family, friends, those 

outside as well as inside the church. And be penitent, recognising our own 

failures: pray, Lord have mercy.  


