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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The present study is centred around the question what significance, if any, is 
to be attached to the geographical settings in which John the Baptist is por-
trayed in the first-century narratives in which he occurs. In this chapter, I will 
position this research question within the larger context of John the Baptist 
studies (section A) and describe my methodological approach to the study of 
narratives in general (section B) and geographical setting in particular (section 
C). In the final section, I will sketch the scope and outline of this study. 

A. Status Quaestionis 
A. Status Quaestionis 

The Dominance of History in John the Baptist Research 

Several decades ago, John Reumann observed that all the problems of historical 
Jesus studies exist in the study of the historical John as well, and even more, 
since Baptist traditions were filtered through a Christian lens: 

It is as if we were trying to recover the historical Jesus from traditions filtered through 
a second, later disciple community of another faith, say Islam (save that the separation 
in time from the event is shorter). If in the Gospels, to use R.H. Lightfoot’s oft mis-
understood phrase, we hear, in the case of Jesus “little more than a whisper of his 
voice,” then in the case of the Baptist we have only an echo (or echoes) of his whisper.1 

More recently Dale C. Allison Jr. observed in a similar vein: 

It is ironic that we expect John to shed light on Jesus, for the forerunner is the darker 
figure. Apart from a passing summary by Josephus (Ant. 18.116–119) and a handful 
of pertinent passages in the Jesus tradition, we just do not have much to go on. Perhaps 
the very paucity of the relevant texts sometimes fosters the illusion that finding John 

                                                            
1 John Reumann, “The Quest for the Historical Baptist,” in Understanding the Sacred 

Text: Essays in Honor of Morton S. Enslin on the Hebrew Bible and Christian Beginnings, 
ed. John Reumann (Valley Forge, PA: Judson, 1972), 187. Lightfoot’s quotation, which al-
ludes to Job 26:14, is taken from Robert Henry Lightfoot, History and Interpretation in the 
Gospels (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1935), 225. 
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is easier than finding Jesus. But when did having fewer sources ever help us to recover 
more history?2 

Yet, the quest for the historical John has dominated critical study of John the 
Baptist and continues to do so. Most of the leading studies on John the Baptist 
in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, for instance the works of Mar-
tin Dibelius,3 Maurice Goguel,4 Ernst Lohmeyer,5 Carl Kraeling,6 Charles Sco-
bie,7 Joan Taylor,8 and most recently Joel Marcus,9 aim at finding the historical 
John.10 Gary Yamasaki has shown that with respect to methodology research 
on John the Baptist has developed parallel to research on the historical Jesus.11 
In redaction-critical studies on John the Baptist, attention shifts towards the 
composition and theology of the texts in question, but even in many of these 
studies the findings of redaction-critical research ultimately serve to answer 
historical questions, either pertaining to the historical Baptist or to the history 
of the Baptist’s followers who after the death of their master remained loyal to 
him.12 Thus far only a rather limited number of studies – most of which focus 

                                                            
2 Dale C. Allison, Constructing Jesus: Memory, Imagination, and History (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Academic, 2010), 205, slightly adapted from Dale C. Allison, “The Continuity be-
tween John and Jesus,” JSHJ 1 (2003): 7. 

3 Martin Dibelius, Die urchristliche Überlieferung von Johannes dem Täufer, FRLANT 
15 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1911). Gösta Lindeskog, “Johannes der Täufer: 
Einige Randbemerkungen zum heutigen Stand der Forschung,” ASTI 12 (1983): 56, treats 
Dibelius’s work as the beginning of modern study of John the Baptist. 

4 Maurice Goguel, Au seuil de l’évangile: Jean-Baptiste (Paris: Payot, 1928). 
5 Ernst Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, vol. 1 of Das Urchristentum (Göttingen: 

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1932). 
6 Carl H. Kraeling, John the Baptist (New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1951). 
7 Charles H.H. Scobie, John the Baptist (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964). 
8 Joan E. Taylor, John the Baptist within Second Temple Judaism: A Historical Study 

(London: SPCK, 1997). 
9 Joel Marcus, John the Baptist in History and Theology, SPNT (Columbia: University of 

South Carolina Press, 2018). 
10 See for another recent contribution to the study of the historical John, Knut Backhaus, 

“Echoes from the Wilderness: The Historical John the Baptist,” in Handbook for the Study 
of the Historical Jesus, ed. Tom Holmén and Stanley E. Porter, 4 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 
2:1747–85. 

11 Gary Yamasaki, John the Baptist in Life and Death: Audience-Oriented Criticism of 
Matthew’s Narrative, JSNTSup 167 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 12–32. 

12 The final chapter in Walter Wink, John the Baptist in the Gospel Tradition, SNTSMS 
7 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), is devoted to the historical John, as is 
section 2 in Josef Ernst, Johannes der Täufer: Interpretation – Geschichte – Wirkungsge-
schichte, BZNW 53 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1989), whereas the third and final section in Ernst’s 
work is largely devoted to the Baptist’s “school”. Martin Stowasser, Johannes der Täufer im 
Vierten Evangelium: Eine Untersuchung zu seiner Bedeutung für die johanneische Ge-
meinde, ÖBS 12 (Klosterneuburg: Österreichisches Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1992), uses re-
daction criticism to shed light on John’s followers. Brian C. Dennert, John the Baptist and 
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primarily on characterization – deal with John the Baptist from a narrative-
critical perspective.13 

History of Research 

In the light of John the Baptist studies in general, it is not surprising that schol-
arly discussion regarding the places associated with the Baptist have predomi-
nantly centred on historical questions, for instance, the identification of the 
various locations (John’s baptism location, Bethany beyond the Jordan, Aenon 
near Salim). Several scholars, however, have argued – primarily on the basis 
of the reference to Isa 40:3 in relation to John’s wilderness appearance (cf. 
Mark 1:2–3) – that the location of John’s ministry has additional theological 
significance. 

In his monograph on John the Baptist, which is best characterized as a “Life 
of John,”14 Theodor Innitzer perceived a discrepancy between “wilderness of 

                                                            
the Jewish Setting of Matthew, WUNT 2/403 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), employs re-
daction-critical study of John the Baptist to reconstruct the relation between Matthew’s 
group and other Jewish groups. By contrast, in the work of Gerd Häfner, Der verheißene 
Vorläufer: Redaktionskritische Untersuchung zur Darstellung Johannes des Täufers im Mat-
thäusevangelium, SBB 27 (Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1994), the emphasis is on the 
role of John the Baptist in Matthew’s theology; historical questions only play a minor role. 

13 An exception is Yamasaki, John the Baptist, who focuses on audience criticism and the 
distinction between story and discourse (see chapter 5 below). Characterization of the Bap-
tist is discussed by D.G. van der Merwe, “The Historical and Theological Significance of 
John the Baptist as He Is Portrayed in John 1,” Neot 33 (1999): 267–92; Christoph Gregor 
Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet: Die Charakterzeichnung Johannes des Täufers im 
lukanischen Erzählwerk, HBS 31 (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 2001); Lisa M. Bowens, 
“The Role of John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel,” WW 30 (2010): 311–18; Joan E. Taylor, 
“John the Baptist and Jesus the Baptist: A Narrative Critical Approach,” JSHJ 10 (2012): 
247–84; Sherri Brown, “John the Baptist: Witness and Embodiment of the Prologue in the 
Gospel of John,” in Characters and Characterization in the Gospel of John, ed. Christopher 
W. Skinner, LNTS 461 (London: Bloomsbury, 2012), 147–64; Catrin H. Williams, “John 
(the Baptist): The Witness on the Threshold,” in Character Studies in the Fourth Gospel: 
Narrative Approaches to Seventy Figures in John, ed. Steven A. Hunt, D. Francois Tolmie, 
and Ruben Zimmermann, WUNT 314 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 46–60; Ruben Zim-
mermann, “John (the Baptist) as a Character in the Fourth Gospel: The Narrative Strategy 
of a Witness Disappearing,” in Prologue of the Gospel of John: Its Literary, Theological, 
and Philosophical Contexts: Papers Read at the Colloquium Ioanneum 2013, ed. Jan G. van 
der Watt, R. Alan Culpepper, and Udo Schnelle, WUNT 359 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2016): 99–115. 

14 Other early “Lives of John” include J. Elder Cumming, John the Baptist: Forerunner 
and Martyr, KesL 8 (London: Marshall, [1850]); William C. Duncan, Life, Character, and 
Acts of John the Baptist and the Relation of His Ministry to the Christian Dispensation: 
Based upon the Johannes der Täufer of L. von Rohden, 5th ed. (New York: Sheldon, 1860); 
Henry Robert Reynolds, John the Baptist: The Congregational Union Lecture for 1874 (Lon-
don: Hodder and Stoughton, 1874); F.B. Meyer, John the Baptist (London: Morgan and 
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Judea” (Matt 3:1) and the Fourth Gospel’s “other side of the Jordan” (John 
1:28), which he proposed to harmonise: John started preaching in the wilder-
ness of Judea and only after his audience had grown sufficiently, he moved to 
“die grünen, lachenden Ufer des Jordan,” where he baptized those who came 
to him.15 According to Innitzer, “[d]er Jordan hatte … auch eine heilsgeschicht-
liche Bedeutung,” not only because the Jordan recalls several Old Testament 
episodes, but especially because “[v]om Jordan sollte auch der Messias kom-
men (Is. 40, 3ff. ),” of whom John is the forerunner.16 

Joachim Jeremias’s primary focus in discussing John’s baptism was on its 
supposed origin in proselyte baptism.17 In passing, Jeremias explained why 
John chose the wilderness for his ministry: prophetic figures acting in the wil-
derness in Josephus’s account (Theudas, the Egyptian, Jonathan the Weaver), 
show that this is the place where the Messiah was supposed to be revealed.18 
Jeremias’s proposal to see John the Baptist’s wilderness presence in the light 
of these prophetic figures has since played a significant role in the interpreta-
tion of John’s wilderness presence. 

According to Ernst Lohmeyer, the example of Josephus’s teacher Bannus 
shows that a stay in the wilderness, breaking away from ordinary life, was not 
unheard of.19 Yet the significance of John’s stay in the wilderness is to be found 
in his prophetic ministry and its relation to Isa 40:3. Like Jeremias, Lohmeyer 
connects John’s stay in the wilderness to that of Josephus’s prophetic figures 
(“manche messianische Prätendenten”), but in contrast to Jeremias he denies 
that John or these figures expected the Messiah to be revealed there; the wil-
derness is rather the place where after the exodus a close bond between God 
and Israel existed. It is here, then, that the eschatological coming of God him-
self in order to restore his people was expected.20 

In an article published in 1940, C.C. McCown argued on the basis of the 
differences in the synoptic accounts with respect to John’s exact whereabouts 

                                                            
Scott, [1900]); P.A.E. Sillevis Smitt, Johannes de Dooper: de wegbereider des Heeren (Am-
sterdam: Bottenburg, 1908). In these “Lives of John” the Gospel texts are typically read in 
a rather uncritical, harmonizing way, not devoid of a devotional touch, against the back-
grounds of the Old Testament, intertestamental literature, patristic traditions, and historical 
geography. 

15 Theodor Innitzer, Johannes der Täufer nach der heiligen Schrift und der Tradition 
(Vienna: Mayer, 1908), 169. 

16 Innitzer, Johannes der Täufer, 170. 
17 Joachim Jeremias, “Der Ursprung der Johannestaufe,” ZNW 28 (1929): 312–20. Cf. 

idem, “Proselytentaufe und Neues Testament,” TZ 5 (1949): 418–28. Note, however, that in 
his later work, Jeremias perceived a stronger connection between John’s baptism and Qum-
ran. See Joachim Jeremias, Die Verkündigung Jesu, vol. 1 of Neutestamentliche Theologie, 
2nd ed. (Gütersloh: Mohn, 1973), 50–53. 

18 Jeremias, “Ursprung,” 319–20. 
19 Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, 47.  
20 Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, 47–48; followed by Land, “Erwägungen,” 464. 
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and on the basis of what he saw as historical improbabilities that the historical 
John did not, in fact, preach and baptize in the ἔρημος, but “in the ‘Arābhāh, 
or more precisely, in the ‘Arebôth Môâbh,” a distinction that was misunder-
stood by the evangelists.21 According to McCown, who based this idea on Jer-
emias’s reference to Josephus’s wilderness prophets, John chose this location 
because of its symbolic connection to the entrance of the promised land,22 and 
possibly also because of its recollection of judgement on Sodom and Gomorrah 
and its potential as a hiding place for those willing to revolt against Rome, as 
it was in the time of David and of the Maccabees.23 In response to McCown’s 
ideas, however, Robert Funk showed that there is insufficient basis to distin-
guish the Arabah from the ἔρημος and that the historical discrepancies 
McCown perceived are not as problematic as McCown claimed.24 Funk did not 
deny that John’s wilderness was connected with “messianic and apocalyptic 
hopes,”25 but his refutation of McCown’s ideas at least showed that there is no 
need to interpret John’s wilderness location from a purely symbolic perspective 
only. 

In his work on John the Baptist, Jean Steinmann focuses on the spirituality 
of the wilderness.26 However, his emphasis on the wilderness as a place of di-
vine encounter, ascetism, and discipline, results in a picture of John the Baptist 
(and, for that matter, of the Qumran community) that is more reminiscent of 
the Christian monastic movement than of early Judaism. 

In contrast to the scholars referred to above, the major works on John the 
Baptist about halfway the twentieth century show reluctance to ascribing any 
symbolic or theological significance to the places associated with John the 
Baptist. For Carl Kraeling, although he does refer to Old Testament traditions 
picturing the wilderness as a place where demons reside but where nevertheless 
God provides prophetic revelation,27 the significance of John’s withdrawal to 
the wilderness is primarily found in the insight it provides with respect to 
John’s attitude to society.28 According to Charles Scobie the conception of the 
wilderness as a place of salvation may have influenced John like it influenced 
the Qumran Community,29 but John’s ministry at Aenon near Salim (John 3:23) 

                                                            
21 C.C. McCown, “The Scene of John’s Ministry and Its Relation to the Purpose and 

Outcome of His Mission,” JBL 59 (1940): 113–31, quotation from 122. 
22 McCown, “Scene,” 126–28. 
23 McCown, “Scene,” 130. 
24 Robert W. Funk, “The Wilderness,” JBL 78 (1959): 205–14. 
25 Funk, “Wilderness,” 214. 
26 Jean Steinmann, Saint Jean-Baptiste et la spiritualité du desert, MaîtSp 3 (Paris: Seuil, 

1955). 
27 Kraeling, John the Baptist, 28–31. 
28 Kraeling, John the Baptist, 7–28. 
29 Scobie, John the Baptist, 44–48. 
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is reason enough to reject any symbolic or theological interpretation of the Jor-
dan River.30 Jürgen Becker claims that the salvific associations of the wilder-
ness are downplayed by John (“wohl ganz verschwiegen und unterdrückt”);31 
for John, the wilderness is rather the place of contemplation and repentance.32 

On the basis of Joachim Jeremias’s claim that 1 Cor 10:1–2 shows that the 
rabbinic tradition connecting proselyte baptism and the crossing of the Red Sea 
predates Christianity,33 Ulrich Mauser – without adhering to Jeremias’s early 
date for proselyte baptism – argued that John’s baptism as described by Mark 
is best understood “as a re-enactment of the event which stood at the beginning 
of Israel’s exodus into the wilderness” and thus anticipates a second exodus.34 
Mauser’s thesis has been quite influential in the history of interpretation of 
Mark, and became a catalyst for the oft-voiced idea in later decades that Mark’s 
references to the wilderness and Jordan almost by definition evoke the idea of 
a new exodus/conquest. 

                                                            
30 Scobie, John the Baptist, 116; followed by Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 332. 
31 Jürgen Becker, Johannes der Täufer und Jesus von Nazareth, BibS(N) 63 (Neukirchen-

Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1972), 21. 
32 Becker, Johannes der Täufer, 20–26. 
33 Jeremias, “Ursprung,” 314–19. Such an early date for proselyte baptism was also ar-

gued for by Johannes Leipoldt, Die urchristliche Taufe im Lichte der Religionsgeschichte 
(Leipzig: Dörffling & Franke, 1928), 27; A. Oepke, “Βάπτω κτλ.,” TWNT 1:534–35; Jere-
mias, “Proselytentaufe,” 418–28; H.H. Rowley, “Jewish Proselyte Baptism and the Baptism 
of John,” HUCA 15 (1940): 313–34; T.F. Torrance, “Proselyte Baptism,” NTS 1 (1954): 
150–54. One of the first to argue that proselyte baptism did not occur prior to the Jewish 
War was Solomon Zeitlin, “The Halaka in the Gospels and Its Relation to the Jewish Law at 
the Time of Jesus,” HUCA 1 (1924): 357–73. In the second half of the twentieth century, 
this became consensus; cf. Wilhelm Michaelis, “Zum jüdischen Hintergrund der Johan-
nestaufe,” Judaica 7 (1951): 100–115; J.W. Doeve, “De doop van Johannes en de prose-
lietendoop,” NedTT 9 (1954–1955): 137–57; T.M. Taylor, “The Beginnings of Jewish Pros-
elyte Baptism,” NTS 2 (1955–1956): 193–98; R.J. Zwi Werblowsky, “A Note on Purification 
and Proselyte Baptism,” in Christianity, Judaism and Other Greco-Roman Cults: Studies for 
Morton Smith at Sixty, ed. Jacob Neusner, SJLA 12 (Leiden: Brill, 1975), 3:200–205. Recent 
studies even argue for a date not before halfway the second century CE; Shaye J.D. Cohen, 
“The Rabbinic Conversion Ceremony,” JJS 41 (1990): 177–203; Dieter Sänger, “‘Ist er 
heraufgestiegen, gilt er in jeder Hinsicht als ein Israelit’ (bYev 47b): Das Proselytentauchbad 
im frühen Judentum,” in Ablution, Initiation, and Baptism: Late Antiquity, Early Judaism, 
and Early Christianity. Waschungen, Initiation und Taufe: Spätantike, Frühes Judentum und 
Frühes Christentum, ed. David Hellholm et al., BZNW 176 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2011), 
1:291–334. 

34 Ulrich W. Mauser, Christ in the Wilderness: The Wilderness Theme in the Second Gos-
pel and Its Basis in the Biblical Tradition, SBT 39 (London: SCM, 1963), 87–88 (quotation 
from 88). Earlier, Harald Riesenfeld, “La signification sacramentaire du baptême Johan-
nique,” DViv 13 (1949): 31–37, had argued on the basis of 1 Cor 10:2 that John’s baptism 
referred symbolically to Israel’s crossing of the Red Sea, but his claim – motivated by the 
idea that Jesus anticipated his death by receiving baptism – did not find much support. 
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Discussion about the significance attached to the place of John’s baptism 
received a new impetus after in the 1980s social-scientific approaches made 
their way into New Testament studies. Ellis Rivkin had argued that John’s 
preaching was not only religious, but also political in character.35 Richard 
Horsley, Paul Barnett, and others had turned their attention to Josephus’s pro-
phetic figures.36 Against this background, Robert Webb argued that John’s bap-
tism did not only have religious meaning, but a socio-political orientation as 
well.37 Like the symbolic actions of Josephus’s wilderness prophets, John’s 
preaching and baptism in the wilderness-Jordan setting are best understood as 
a symbolic re-enactment of exodus/conquest events, thus by way of a new ex-
odus/conquest constituting the eschatological community of the true remnant 
of Israel.38 Webb’s interpretation is highly similar (as Webb himself acknowl-
edges)39 to John Drury’s slightly earlier structuralist interpretation of Mark 
1:1–15, where he sees “history reversed.” All Israel comes to the river Jordan, 
“the threshold of their inheritance,” where John’s baptism reminds them of Is-
rael’s “going through water to get the promise.”40 

In the past decades, the idea of John’s baptism as some sort of re-enactment 
of events related to the exodus and/or conquest have been followed by many 
as a suitable explanation of John’s immersion41 and has made its way in quite 

                                                            
35 Ellis Rivkin, “Locating John the Baptizer in Palestinian Judaism: The Political Dimen-

sion,” in Kent Harold Richards (ed.), Society of Biblical Literature 1983 Seminar Papers, 
SBLSP 22 (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1983), 79–85. See more recently: Kay Ehling, 
“Warum ließ Herodes Antipas Johannes den Täufer verhaften? Oder: Wenn ein Prophet 
politisch gefährlich wird,” Klio 89 (2007): 137–46. 

36 See, e.g., Richard A. Horsley, “Josephus and the Bandits,” JSJ 10 (1979): 37–63; idem, 
“Popular Messianic Movements around the Time of Jesus,” CBQ 46 (1984): 471–95; idem, 
and John S. Hanson, Bandits, Prophets, and Messiahs: Popular Movements at the Time of 
Jesus, 2nd ed. (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 1999), 135–189; Paul W. Barnett, “The Jewish Sign 
Prophets – A.D. 40–70: Their Intentions and Origin,” NTS 27 (1981): 679–97. 

37 Robert L. Webb, John the Baptizer and Prophet: A Socio-Historical Study, JSNTSup 
62 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1991), 377. 

38 Webb, John the Baptizer, 360–66. See also Robert L. Webb, “John the Baptist and His 
Relationship to Jesus,” in Studying the Historical Jesus: Evaluations of the State of Current 
Research, ed. Bruce Chilton and Craig A. Evans, NTTS 19 (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 189. 

39 Webb, John, 364–65. 
40 John Drury, “Mark 1:1–15: An Interpretation,” in: Alternative Approaches to New Tes-

tament Study, ed. A.E. Harvey (London: SPCK, 1985), 31. 
41 See for example Peter Stuhlmacher, Biblische Theologie des Neuen Testaments, 2 vols., 

3rd. ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005), 1:57, 61–62; Hartmut Stegemann, Die 
Essener, Qumran, Johannes der Täufer und Jesus: Ein Sachbuch, 3rd ed. (Freiburg im Breis-
gau: Herder, 1994), 296–98, 304–5; Carl R. Kazmierski, John the Baptist: Prophet and 
Evangelist (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1996), 23–41; Nicholas Thomas Wright, The 
New Testament and the People of God, COQG 1 (London: SPCK, 1992), 160–61; Joachim 
Gnilka, “Johannes der Täufer – das Ende der Tage und die Gegenwart des Heils,” in Das 
Ende der Tage und die Gegenwart des Heils: Begegnungen mit dem Neuen Testament und 



8  Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
a few biblical commentaries.42 This approach is closely related to the interpre-
tation of Isa 40:3–5 as the announcement of a new exodus,43 and to the idea 
that what John the Baptist did in the wilderness is essentially similar to the 
actions of Josephus’s wilderness prophets. Some scholars are so convinced of 
this theory, that they use it as a controlling mechanism for solving historical 
questions. Based on the supposed connection between John’s baptism and ex-
odus/conquest traditions, Hartmut Stegemann claimed that John only baptized 
in Perea and never at the western bank of the Jordan.44 In a similar vein, Colin 
Brown suggested that the “baptism” John administered (or rather “the crossing 
of the Jordan”) was an act of “exiting the land and joining the Baptist as he 
recrossed the Jordan from east to west while the people confessed their sins.”45 
Jürgen Zangenberg refers to the lack of symbolic significance attached to 
Aenon near Salim, in contrast to the Jordan, as the first of several reasons why 
in his judgement not John the Baptist, but other Jewish groups, which were 

                                                            
seiner Umwelt. Festschrift für Heinz-Wolfgang Kuhn zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Michael 
Becker and Wolfgang Fenske, AGJU 44 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 118–20; Ulrich B. Müller, 
Johannes der Täufer: Jüdischer Prophet und Wegbereiter Jesu, BG 6 (Leipzig: Evangelische 
Verlagsanstalt, 2002), 20–21; Jeremy M. Hutton, “Topography, Biblical Traditions, and Re-
flections on John’s Baptism of Jesus,” in Jesus Research: New Methodologies and Percep-
tions. The Second Princeton-Prague Symposium on Jesus Research, Princeton 2007, ed. 
James H. Charlesworth, Brian Rhea, and Petr Pokorný (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 
149–77; Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels (Waco, TX: Baylor University 
Press, 2016), 20–29; R. Alan Streett, Caesar and the Sacrament. Baptism: A Rite of Re-
sistance (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2018), 39; and even, though cautiously, Josef Ernst, 
“Wo Johannes taufte,” in Antikes Judentum und Frühes Christentum: Festschrift für Hartmut 
Stegemann zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Bernd Kollmann, Wolfgang Reinbold, and Annette 
Steudel, BZNW 97 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1999), 362–63 (in response to Stegemann). 

42 See, for example, W.D. Davies and Dale C. Allison, The Gospel according to Saint 
Matthew, ICC, 3 vols. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1988–1997), 1:291; Joel B. Green, The Gos-
pel of Luke, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 163, 169–70; M. Eugene Boring, 
Mark: A Commentary, NTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2006), 39–41; R.T. 
France, The Gospel of Matthew, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 100; Adela Yar-
bro Collins, Mark, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 142; Craig S. Keener, The Gos-
pel of Matthew: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 116, 118. 

43 Related, though somewhat dissimilar, is the thesis of Tucker S. Ferda, “John the Bap-
tist, Isaiah 40, and the Ingathering of the Exiles,” JSHJ 10 (2012): 154–88, who argues that 
John’s ministry points towards the ingathering of the gentiles, an expectation which is often 
combined with exodus/conquest traditions. 

44 Stegemann, Essener, 294–95 (“Tatsächlich hat Johannes der Täufer aber niemals west-
lich des Jordans gewirkt” (his emphasis). 

45 Colin Brown, “What Was John the Baptist Doing?” BBR 7 (1997): 46. 
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afterwards associated with the Baptist’s disciples, practised immersions at 
Aenon.46 

Other scholars, however, object to an interpretation of the location of John’s 
baptism in the light of exodus/conquest traditions. Bruce Chilton, for instance, 
argues that “the symbolism of bathing is not transparently revolutionary” and 
that there is no basis to compare John’s actions to that of Josephus’s revolu-
tionary prophets. He furthermore notes that in the phrase “Bethany across the 
Jordan” (John 1:28) the Jordan is no more than a point of reference and that 
Aenon near Salim (John 3:23) was not located near the Jordan at all.47 Joan 
Taylor likewise argues that John could have chosen a location in the wilderness 
for many reasons and that “[t]he placement of John’s baptizing activities just 
where Joshua crossed into Judea is a traditional Christian focus, fuelled by 
Christian speculation.”48 

Contribution of the Present Study 

The discussion above shows that discussion of John the Baptist’s geographical 
setting(s) has predominantly focused on the place or places where the historical 
John is said to have preached and baptized. This is not surprising in the light 
of the emphasis in John the Baptist research in general. The very few contribu-
tions which focus on the significance of the place of John’s ministry in a given 
text, are limited in scope to that specific location and that specific text.49 In this 
work, however, I will approach the questions pertaining to John’s geographical 
setting from a narrative-critical point of view in texts generally believed to date 
from the first century CE.50 Such a systematic, narrative-critical inquiry after 
the significance of John’s geographical setting has not been done before. It 
concurs, however, with the growing attention for narrative-critical approaches 
to John the Baptist on the one hand (see above) and with the increasing atten-
tion for space-related issues in biblical studies on the other (see below). 

Furthermore, in the history of research the possible significance of John’s 
geographical setting has thus far been limited almost exclusively to the places 

                                                            
46 Jürgen Zangenberg, Frühes Christentum in Samarien: Topographische und tradi-

tionsgeschichtliche Studien zu den Samarientexten im Johannesevangelium, TANZ 27 (Tü-
bingen: Francke, 1998), 67–68. 

47 Bruce Chilton, “John the Purifier,” in Judaic Approaches to the Gospels (Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1994), 14–15. See also idem, “Yoḥanan the Purifier and His Immersion,” 
TJT 14 (1998): 197–212. 

48 Taylor, John the Baptist, 218–19. 
49 The contributions of Mauser and Drury, both pertaining to the Gospel of Mark, have 

been referred to above (see further chapter 3 below). John S. Kloppenborg, “City and Waste-
land: Narrative World and the Beginning of the Sayings Gospel (Q),” Semeia 52 (1990): 
145–60, focuses on John’s appearance “in the environs of the Jordan” in what is believed to 
be Q 3:3 (see chapter 4 below). 

50 See section D below for discussion of the scope of this study. 
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where John is said to have preached and baptized. John’s place of birth (“a city 
in Judah,” Luke 1:39) has been taken as an indication of John’s social back-
ground (a rural priestly family)51 and has been discussed in relation to specific 
locations associated with the Baptist’s birth and childhood in Christian tradi-
tion,52 but besides these historical issues no further significance has been as-
sumed. Similarly, with respect to John’s place of execution, scholarly consen-
sus holds that Josephus correctly claims that the Baptist was killed at Machae-
rus (Josephus, Ant. 18.119) and discussion has predominantly centred around 
the question whether or not harmonisation with Mark’s account, which sug-
gests a Galilean location, is plausible.53 The idea that Josephus might have had 
his own motives for locating John’s execution at Machaerus has, to my best 
knowledge, not been discussed in scholarly literature. In this study, I will in-
clude all geographical settings in which John the Baptist is portrayed, including 
his place of birth and the place(s) where he is believed to have been executed, 
and discuss the significance of these settings in the narratives in question. 

Because of the narrative-critical approach taken in this study, issues pertain-
ing to the historical John will in principle be left out of consideration. Conflict-
ing claims with respect to, for instance, John’s place of execution, will not be 
discussed extensively, since they occur in separate narratives and therefore are 
not problematic from a narrative-critical point of view. In a similar vein, if 
indeed, as many scholars believe, Aenon near Salim (John 3:23) was not lo-
cated in the vicinity of the river Jordan, it is in principle still possible that a 
certain symbolic or theological significance is attached to the river Jordan in 
any of the Synoptic Gospels, for each narrative in which John the Baptist fig-
ures will have to be assessed at its own terms. It is thus not my aim to discuss 
the significance a certain location may or may not have had for the historical 
John or for the historical audience coming to him, but rather what significance 
is attached to these geographical settings in the context of the narrative in ques-
tion, that is, the significance the model reader of that narrative is supposed to 
attach to that setting. I will elaborate on this in the following sections. 

                                                            
51 Kraeling, John the Baptist, 19–27. For other reasons, not related to John’s place of 

birth, Marcus, John the Baptist, 133–34, argues that John did indeed come from a priestly 
background.  

52 E.g., Clemens Kopp, Die heiligen Stätten der Evangelien, 2nd ed. (Regensburg: Pustet, 
1964), 130–39. 

53 Harmonisation is proposed by, e.g., Scobie, John the Baptist, 181–82; Reiner Riesner, 
“Johannes der Täufer auf Machärus,” BK 39 (1984): 176; Harmonisation is rejected by, e.g., 
Kraeling, John the Baptist, 92; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 343. See chapter 3 below. 
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B. Reading Narrative Texts 
B. Reading Narrative Texts 

Since the places related to John the Baptist will be studied in relation to their 
significance in the narratives in question, in this section I will introduce my 
approach with respect to narrative texts in general. Methodical issues specifi-
cally related to geographical setting will be discussed in the subsequent section. 

Narratology and Narrative Criticism 

Within the field of literary studies, the discipline of narratology is devoted to 
the academic study of narrative texts. Although the study of narrative com-
menced as an independent field of study in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century,54 narratologists usually trace the origins of their discipline to 
French structuralism of the 1960s, with roots in early twentieth century Russian 
formalism. Tzvetan Todorov (who coined the French term narratologie),55 
Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Algirdas Greimas are among the pioneers in the field. 
On the basis of their work, Gérard Genette formulated his highly influential 
theory of narrative,56 which was further developed and refined by (among oth-
ers) Mieke Bal,57 Gerald Prince,58 and Seymour Chatman.59 These various 
works focus on the “form of narrative”60 and the distinctive functions of its 
elements (such as plot, character, and setting). In this respect they are still in-
debted to structuralism, which located the meaning of a text primarily in its 
underlying and assumedly subconsciously constructed rules and structures. 
Modern (or “postclassical”) narratology has moved on beyond structuralism,61 

                                                            
54 Anja Cornils and Wilhelm Schernus, “On the Relationship between the Theory of the 

Novel, Narrative Theory, and Narratology,” in What is Narratology? Questions and Answers 
Regarding the Status of a Theory, ed. Tom Kindt and Hans-Harald Müller, Narratologia 1 
(Berlin: de Gruyter, 2003), 137–74. See also Monika Fludernik, Erzähltheorie: Eine Einfüh-
rung, 4th ed. (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2013), 19–20. 

55 Tzvetan Todorov, Grammaire du Décaméron (The Hague: Mouton, 1969), 10: “Plutôt 
que des études littéraires, cet ouvrage relève d’une science qui n’existe pas encore, disons la 
narratologie, la science du récit” (italics original). 

56 See esp. Gérard Genette, “Discours du récit: essai de méthode,” in Figures III (Paris: 
Seuil, 1972), 67–273, and idem, Nouveau discours du récit (Paris: Seuil, 1983). See for a 
summary Fludernik, Erzähltheorie, 113–18. 

57 Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, 3rd ed. (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2009). The first edition of Bal’s work appeared in 1985. 

58 Gerald Prince, Narratology: The Form and Functioning of Narrative, Janua Linguarum 
108 (Berlin: Mouton, 1982). 

59 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film  
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1978). 

60 Chatman, Story and Discourse, 25. 
61 David Herman, “Introduction,” in The Cambridge Companion to Narrative, ed. David 

Herman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 11–12; Fludernik, Erzähltheorie, 
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and comprises a range of approaches, including, for instance, psychoanalytic, 
feminist and queer, mind-oriented, anti-mimetic, and rhetorical approaches.62 

In the 1970s and 1980s biblical scholars began to read biblical narratives as 
narratives. Although literary approaches to Old Testament narratives from this 
period have attracted most attention in biblical studies, especially the work of 
Robert Alter,63 New Testament scholars were simultaneously exploring similar 
issues, especially in the “Markan Seminar” of the Society of Biblical Literature 
(1971–1980), chaired by Norman Perrin and later by Werner Kelber. It was the 
context of this seminar, in a paper presented by David Rhoads, that the term 
“narrative criticism,” which still is the most popular term for narrative analysis 
in biblical studies, was first used.64 David Rhoads, together with Donald 
Michie (professor in English), was also the first to publish a book-length work 
of one of the Gospels (the Gospel of Mark) read as story.65 This was soon fol-
lowed by similar works by other scholars on Mark,66 John,67 Matthew,68 and 
Luke-Acts.69 These and later narrative-critical works are very much indebted 

                                                            
21–22. Cf. Ansgar Nünning, “Narratology or Narratologies? Taking Stock of Recent Devel-
opments, Critique and Modest Proposals for Future Usage of the Term,” in Kindt and Müller, 
What is Narratology, 239–75. 

62 A helpful introduction and discussion of four of these approaches can be found in David 
Herman et al., Narrative Theory: Core Concepts and Critical Debates (Columbus, OH: Ohio 
State University Press, 2012). 

63 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic, 1981). See also Adele 
Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative, BLS 9 (Sheffield: Almond, 1983); 
Shimon Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art in the Bible, trans. Dorothea Shefer-Vanson and Shimon 
Bar-Efrat (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1989). 

64 David Rhoads, “Narrative Criticism and the Gospel of Mark,” JAAR 50 (1982): 412, “I 
shall refer to such investigative areas of literary criticism as ‘the literary study of narrative’ 
or narrative criticism” (italics original). Cf. Mark Allan Powell, What is Narrative Criti-
cism? A New Approach to the Bible (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1990), 6 (and see note 
24 on page 110); Stephen D. Moore, “Biblical Narrative Analysis from the New Criticism 
to the New Narratology,” in The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Narrative, ed. Danna Nolan 
Fewell (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 28. 

65 David Rhoads, Joanna Dewy, and Donald Michie, Mark as Story: An Introduction to 
the Narrative of a Gospel, 3rd ed. (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2012). The first edition 
appeared in 1982 and was authored by David Rhoads and Donald Michie. 

66 Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, Narrative Space and Mythic Meaning in Mark (San Fran-
cisco: Harper & Row, 1986); Mary Ann Tolbert, Sowing the Gospel: Mark’s World in Lit-
erary-Historical Perspective (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1989). 

67 R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (Phila-
delphia: Fortress, 1983). 

68 Jack Dean Kingsbury, Matthew as Story, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988). The 
first edition appeared in 1986. 

69 Robert C. Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts: A Literary Interpretation, 2 
vols. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986–1990). 
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to the work of the narratologists referred to above, for instance in the distinc-
tion between “story” (the narrated events) and “discourse” (the way the story 
is told),70 and categories such as “implied author,” “implied reader,” “narrator,” 
and “narratee.”71 

Even more than to classical, structuralist narratology, however, narrative 
criticism is indebted to Wayne Booth’s work on the rhetoric of narrative texts.72 
“Narratology” and “narrative criticism” are, therefore, not simply synonymous 
terms for identical fields of study within different disciplines (literary and bib-
lical studies respectively).73 In contrast to (classical) narratology, narrative crit-
icism in general places less emphasis on the structuring of the various narrative 
elements, and primarily aims to discover the rhetorical, communicative effects 
of a narrative text and its elements, and on how the implied reader construes 
the meaning of the text.74 It is not surprising, then, that narrative criticism in 
many ways coincides with modern rhetorical narratology, represented espe-
cially by James Phelan and Peter Rabinowitz,75 who regard themselves as the 

                                                            
70 Many biblical scholars have credited Seymour Chatman for this distinction (cf. Chat-

man, Story and Discourse, 19–22). In fact, however, such a distinction is very common in 
narratology. The Russian formalists distinguished between fabula and sujet (the plot, or the 
story as it is told), as Chatman acknowledges (Story and Discourse, 19); cf. Umberto Eco, 
The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts (Bloomington: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 1979), 27–31. Genette, “Discours du récit,” 72, distinguishes histoire (“le sig-
nifié ou contenu narratif”), récit (“le signifiant, énoncé, discours ou texte narratif lui-
même”), and narration (“l’acte narratif producteur et, par extension, l’ensemble de la situa-
tion réelle ou fictive dans laquelle il prend place”), adapted by Mieke Bal to the triad fabula, 
story, text (Bal, Narratology, 6–10). 

71 See, for instance, Powell, What is Narrative Criticism, 25–27. 
72 Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1983). David Rhoads’s pioneering article opens with a reference to Booth (Rhoads, 
“Narrative criticism,” 411). 

73 Cf. Powell, What is Narrative Criticism, 19: “Secular literary scholarship knows no 
such movement as narrative criticism.” See also Ute E. Eisen, Die Poetik der 
Apostelgeschichte: Eine narratologische Studie, NTOA 58 (Fribourg: Academic Press; Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), 22–23, who acknowledges the difference between 
narratology and narrative criticism and who proposes to replace the latter term by “Narra-
tologische Analyse (engl. Narratological criticism or analysis).” D. Francois Tolmie, Nar-
ratology and Biblical Narratives: A Practical Guide (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1999), 
1, treats “narratology” and “narrative criticism” as synonyms. 

74 Powell, What is Narrative Criticism, 19–21. Cf. James L. Resseguie, Narrative Criti-
cism of the New Testament: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 20: “A 
narrative critic is alert to rhetorical devices that may thicken and deepen the nuances of a 
text.” 

75 James Phelan, Narrative as Rhetoric: Technique, Audiences, Ethics, Ideology (Colum-
bus, OH: Ohio State University Press, 1996). See also the sections by Phelan and Rabinowitz 
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intellectual heirs of Wayne Booth, and for whom a “narrative is not just story 
but also action, the telling of a story by someone to someone on some occasion 
for some purpose.”76 

I this study, I will adopt a narrative-critical approach. This means that my 
focus is not so much on narratological categories, but on the interpretative 
value of thematised77 geographical settings, that is, on their rhetorical signifi-
cance. In this respect, Umberto Eco’s theory of the interpretation of narrative 
provides a helpful methodological framework from which to proceed. 

Umberto Eco, the Model Reader, and the Encyclopaedia 

The starting point for Eco’s theory of interpretation is his concept of the “open 
work,” works of art that require active cooperation from the recipient to “com-
plete” the work in question (e.g., James Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans Wake), 
in contrast to “closed texts” (e.g., detective novels and Ian Flemming’s 007 
series).78 Closed texts presuppose an average reader,79 willing to follow the 
predetermined path, whereas open texts invite the reader to fill in the “gaps” in 
the story in a way that is elicited by the text, in a way that may or may not have 
been foreseen by the author; “[e]very text, after all ... is a lazy machine asking 
the reader to do some of its work.”80 

The reader Eco has in view is not so much the actual reader (“the empirical 
reader”),81 but the so-called “model reader.”82 This model reader, like its au-
thorial counterpart (“the model author”), is a textual strategy: “they are present 
in the text, not as mentioned poles of the utterance, but as ‘actantial roles’ of 
the sentence.”83 According to Eco, “the main business of interpretation is to 
figure out the nature of this [model] reader, in spite of its ghostly existence.”84 

                                                            
in Herman, Narrative Theory. See for an application of this method in New Testament stud-
ies Michal Beth Dinkler, “New Testament Rhetorical Narratology: An Invitation toward In-
tegration,” BibInt 24 (2016): 203–28. 

76 Phelan, Narrative as Rhetoric, 8 (italics original). 
77 See below for discussion of the concept of “thematised space.” 
78 Eco first elaborated on this in his “La poetica dell’opera aperta,” which appeared as the 

first chapter in Umberto Eco, Opera aperta: Forma e indeterminazione nelle poetiche con-
temporanee (Milan: Mondadori, 1962), 31–63. An English translation is included in Eco, 
Role, 47–66, and, together with five other chapters from Opera aperta and a few other es-
says, in Umberto Eco, The Open Work, trans. Anna Cancogni (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1989), 1–23. 

79 Eco, Role, 8. 
80 Umberto Eco, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods: The Charles Eliot Norton Lectures 

1993 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), 3. 
81 Eco, Six Walks, 8. 
82 Eco, Role, 7. 
83 Eco, Role, 10. 
84 Eco, Six Walks, 16. 
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Interpretation thus requires cooperation between the empirical reader and the 
text in order to identify the model reader. 

Eco’s insistence on cooperation implies that in working towards a success-
ful interpretation neither the text nor the reader has absolute freedom. Rather, 
the interpretative process is “a dialectic between fidelity and freedom.”85 Over 
against structuralism Eco emphasized in his early work the large role of the 
empirical reader in the interpretative process. Later on, in discussion with de-
constructionism and Richard Rorty’s pragmatism, he stressed the role of the 
text (the intentio operis), limiting the role of the empirical reader.86 Assertions 
made by empirical readers without acknowledging the intentio operis do not 
qualify as interpretations of a text, but as examples of the use of a text.87 In the 
end, however, Eco’s objections against absolutizing the text and his objections 
against absolutizing the reader in the interpretative process are just two sides 
of the same coin, for it is only in the cooperation of both that the model reader 
can be identified.88 

The cooperation between the reader and the text (= the activity of interpre-
tation) is a complicated process. In the introductory essay of The Role of the 
Reader, Eco presents a diagram, visualizing the levels and sublevels of the in-
terpretive process.89 On the basis of this diagram, he analyses the various 
“steps” the reader takes (though not necessarily in a fixed order) in order to 
interpret a text, for instance a narrative. In another essay, Eco defines and sum-
marizes this process as follows: 

                                                            
85 Umberto Eco, The Limits of Interpretation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

1990), 50. 
86 This was a conscious move, as Eco explains in the introduction from The Limits of 

Interpretation: “In that book [Opera aperta] I advocated the active role of the interpreter in 
the reading of texts endowed with asthetic value. When those pages were written, my readers 
focused mainly on the ‘open’ side of the whole business, underestimating the fact that the 
open-ended reading I supported was an activity elicited by (and aiming at interpreting) a 
work. In other words, I was studying the dialectics between the rights of the texts and the 
rights of their interpreters. I have the impression that, in the course of the last few decades, 
the rights of the interpreters have been overstressed. In the present essays I stress the limits 
of the act of interpretation” (Eco, Limits, 6). See also Cinzia Bianchi and Manuela Gieri, 
“Eco’s Semiotic Theory,” in New Essays on Umberto Eco, ed. Peter Bondanella (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 23. 

87 Eco, Six Walks, 9–10; Limits, 57–58. 
88 Umberto Eco, Interpretation and Overinterpretation, with Richard Rorty, Jonathan 

Culler, and Christine Brooke-Rose, ed. Stefan Collini (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992), 64; idem, Six Walks, 27. See also Umberto Eco, “Two Problems in Textual 
Interpretation,” in Reading Eco: An Anthology, ed. Rocco Capozzi (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1997), 44: “[I]nterpretation always involves a dialectic between the strat-
egy of the author and the response of the Model Reader.” 

89 Eco, Role, 14. Eco indicates that his diagram is based on the Text-Struktur-Welt-
Struktur-Theorie model, developed by Petőfi. 
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Interpretive cooperation is an act in the course of which the reader of a text, through 
successive abductive inferences, proposes topics, ways of reading, and hypotheses of 
coherence, on the basis of suitable encyclopedic competence; but this interpretive in-
itiative of his is, in a way, determined by the nature of the text. By the ‘nature’ of the 
text I mean what an interpreter can actualize on the basis of a given Linear Manifes-
tation, having recourse to the encyclopedic competence toward which the text itself 
orients its Model Reader (cf. Role).90 

“Encyclopedic competence” facilitates the successful actualization of the 
reader’s encyclopaedia.91 This encyclopaedia is the sum of all knowledge from 
outside the text, which forms a multidimensional network of semiotic rela-
tions,92 reflecting unlimited semiosis (a principle Eco borrowed from Charles 
S. Peirce). The reader actualizes from the encyclopaedia whatever is necessary 
to interpret the text (and disregards all other semiotic connections). 

In discussing the significance of John the Baptist’s geographical settings, at 
least three elements of Eco’s theory of interpretation are of relevance. First, 
Eco’s concept of the model reader provides a helpful solution for the problem 
that the actual or intended “empirical” audience’s understanding of the ancient 
texts in question is in many respects beyond the limits of what can be known. 
The model reader’s understanding, by contrast, is within reach, because the 
model reader, being a textual strategy, is, as it were, present in the text.  
Although not identical at the theoretical level,93 in practice Eco’s model reader 
is “very similar”94 to Wolfgang Iser’s concept of the “implied reader,”95 which 
is widely used in narrative criticism. Although in principle I will use Eco’s 
terminology, I consider the concepts of the “model reader” and the “implied 
reader” more or less synonymous. Scholarly constructions of the “implied 

                                                            
90 Eco, “Two Problems,” 44. 
91 Eco himself consistently uses the American spelling “encyclopedia.” Since I adopt 

British spelling throughout my work, I will refer to the reader’s “encyclopaedia,” unless 
when citing from Eco’s work. 

92 Throughout his work, Eco regularly refers to the form of the encyclopaedia as “Model 
Q”, a concept that he introduces in Umberto Eco, A Theory of Semiotics (Bloomington: In-
diana University Press, 1976), 121–25. “Model Q” is shorthand for the model proposed by 
M. Ross Quillian. According to Eco, “this model anticipates the definition of every sign, 
thanks to the interconnection with the universe of all other signs that function as interpre-
tants, each of these ready to become the sign interpreted by all the others; the model, in all 
its complexity, is based on a process of unlimited semiosis” (Theory, 122, italics original). 

93 Whereas Iser’s implied reader is located inside the text as well as outside the text as its 
ideal recipient who interacts and cooperates with the text, Eco’s model reader is a textual 
strategy only and thus contained in and limited by the text itself; the model reader is created 
by the text and held captive by it (Eco, Six Walks, 15–16). 

94 Eco, Six Walks, 15: “My Model Reader is … very similar to the Implied Reader of 
Wolfgang Iser.” 

95 See Wolfgang Iser, Der Akt des Lesens: Theorie ästhetischer Wirkung, 4th ed., UTB 
636 (Munich: Fink, 1994), 60–62. 
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reader” of a certain text therefore equally apply to the “model reader” that I 
have in view.96 

Second, the dialectic between text and reader in the interpretative process 
implies that a geographical setting’s significance is not necessarily spelled out 
in the text; the reader is supposed to fill in the gaps in the narrative. However, 
only suggestions which are in agreement with the intentio operis can be ac-
cepted as successful interpretations. In order to construe the intentio operis, 
Eco identifies the principle of coherence – “any interpretation given of a certain 
portion of a text can be accepted if it is confirmed and must be rejected if it is 
challenged by another portion of the same text”97 – and the principle of “econ-
omy” (the more complex the interpretation, the less “economical” and there-
fore the less “interesting”).98 In postulating the significance of, say, Galilee as 
the place suggested by Mark of John the Baptist’s execution (see chapter 3 
below), a successful interpretation must fit Mark’s wider dealings with Galilee, 
without being unnecessarily complex. 

Third, in the dialectic between text and reader, Eco ascribes an important 
role to the model reader’s encyclopaedia, the sum of all knowledge the model 
reader possesses from “the real world.” With respect to the subject of my study, 
the model reader’s encyclopaedia comes in view with respect to (at least) geo-
graphical realities in the “real world” and anterior stories and traditions con-
nected to certain geographical settings. Both issues will be elaborated upon in 
section C below. 

Narrative Criticism and Historical-Critical Methods 

Before exploring methodical issues with regard to geographical setting, a note 
on the relation between narrative criticism and historical-critical methods in 
New Testament studies, especially source, form, and redaction criticism, is in 
order. After all, these are diachronic methods, whereas narrative criticism ap-
proaches the text synchronically. 

In the early days of narrative criticism this new approach to studying the 
Gospels was perceived of as something entirely different from traditional ap-
proaches to the text.99 Soon, however, scholars began to argue for using these 
distinctive perspectives side by side, seeing them as complementary rather than 

                                                            
96 See, for example, discussion of Alan Culpepper’s construction of the geographical 

knowledge of the Fourth Gospel’s “implied reader” in chapter 7 below. 
97 Eco, Limits, 59; cf. Interpretation and Overinterpretation, 65. 
98 Eco, Limits, 5; Interpretation and Overinterpretation, 42. 
99 See, e.g., Rhoads, “Narrative Criticism,” 412. 
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contradictory,100 and for integrating the results of diachronic research into nar-
rative-critical readings.101 According to David Rhoads, 

[n]arrative analysis can certainly be aided by information about an author’s redaction 
of sources. In many cases, such observations will confirm and inform a narrative ana-
lysis (...). We would be foolish to ignore insights that come from an integrated ap-
proach with form and redaction criticism.102 

In my view, a narrative-critical approach can indeed benefit from form and 
redaction criticism. The form-critical distinction between history and tradition 
does not only provide insight in history, even though this is usually what form-
critical studies aim to explore, but also in the tradition captured in the Gospels. 
For instance, Martin Dibelius’s form-critical approach revealed how much em-
phasis Luke places on John’s prophetic announcement of salvation, rather than 
of judgement,103 an observation which is relevant not only for historical re-
search (such as Dibelius’s), but also for narrative analysis. Redaction criticism 
even more obviously contributes to a synchronic reading. Redaction criticism 
“is concerned with studying the theological motivation of an author as this is 
revealed in the collection, arrangement, editing, and modification of traditional 
material, and in the composition of new material or the creation of new forms 
within the traditions of early Christianity”104 and thus not only provides insight 
in the editorial process, but also in the composition of the text under consider-
ation.105 This is aptly illustrated by a quote from Norman Perrin, made at a time 
when narrative criticism was not yet in vogue: 

[W]e do not go very far in this direction [i.e. separating tradition from redaction] be-
fore we come to the questions not only of the changes introduced in the material, but 

                                                            
100 See esp. Powell, What is Narrative Criticism, 85–101. 
101 E.g. Berlin, Poetics, 111–34; Yairah Amit, Reading Biblical Narratives: Literary Crit-

icism and the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis, Fortress, 2001), 25–32; Petri Merenlahti, Poetics 
for the Gospels: Rethinking Narrative Criticism (London: T&T Clark, 2002); Ute E. Eisen, 
“The Narratological Fabric of the Gospels,” in Narratology beyond Literary Criticism: Me-
diality, Disciplinarity, ed. Jan Christoph Meister, Tom Kindt, and Wilhelm Schernus, Nar-
ratologia 6 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2005), 195–211. 

102 David Rhoads, “Narrative Criticism: Practices and Prospects,” in Characterization in 
the Gospels: Reconceiving Narrative Criticism, ed. David Rhoads and Kari Syreeni, 
JSNTSup 184 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 267. See also Eisen, Poetik, 14: 
“Es kann im 21. Jahrhundert nicht mehr ernstlich das Interesse der Bibelwissenschaft sein, 
einen Graben zwischen Literaturwissenschaft und Exegese zu manifestieren.” 

103 Dibelius, Urchristliche Überlieferung, 50–53. See chapter 6 below. 
104 Norman Perrin, What is Redaction Criticism?, GBS (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969), 1. 
105 Cf. John R. Donahue, “Redaction Criticism: Has the Hauptstrasse Become a Sack-

gasse?,” in The New Literary Criticism and the New Testament, ed. Elizabeth Struthers Mal-
bon and Edgar V. McKnight, JSNTSup 109 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994), 
27–57, esp. 30–34. See also Perrin, What is Redaction Criticism, 65–67. 
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also the arrangement of the material, the movement of the narrative in which the ma-
terial is now set, and the like. This is composition, but it is also a good indicator of 
the theological purpose of the author.106 

In the present study, in correspondence to a narrative-critical approach, my fo-
cus will be on a synchronic reading of the narratives in which John the Baptist 
occurs. I will, however, integrate insights from diachronic methods, especially 
form and redaction criticism, when these insights contribute to the thematic 
and theological emphases in the narrative in question. 

C. Interpreting Geographical Setting 
C. Interpreting Geographical Setting 

In the previous section a framework has been set for dealing with narratives. 
However, my focus is not on narratives in general, but on geographical settings 
related to John the Baptist. In this section I will discuss methodical issues re-
lated to geographical setting. 

Defining Geographical Setting 

The term “geographical setting” itself requires some clarification. Geograph-
ical setting – at least in the sense in which I use the term107 – pertains to loca-
tions that one would indicate on a map, including areas (e.g., Judea, Galilee), 
cities (e.g., Jerusalem), other locations specific enough to having received a 
name (e.g., Aenon near Salim), topographical realities such as the River Jordan 
or the wilderness of Judea, and even architectural complexes specific enough 
to being perceived of as unique structures (e.g., Machaerus, the temple). Geo-
graphical setting is a narrowing down of “spatial setting,” which includes all 
real or imagined locations where characters move or events occur, including 
many other categories like architectural settings in general (a house, a room, a 
structure), vessels (a boat, a carriage), deictic spaces (“here,” “there”), etc. In 
relation to John the Baptist, such wider use of spatial setting hardly occurs (see, 
however, the contrast between inside and outside in Luke 1:9–10), so that in 
practice there is an almost complete overlap between relevant geographical set-
tings and spatial settings related to John the Baptist. 

In the study of narrative, the “setting” of a work is “[t]he time and place of 
a narrative and drama and, by extension, the social and political context of the 

                                                            
106 Perrin, What is Redaction Criticism, 66 (my emphasis). 
107 Resseguie, Narrative Criticism, 87–100, uses ‘geographical setting’ in a stricter sense. 

His geographical settings only refer to locations constructed by humans (e.g., cities and ar-
eas), in contrast to ‘topographical settings,’ which refer to locations related to the shape and 
features of the earth (e.g., sea, land, mountain, wilderness). 
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action.”108 Time and space, then, constitute the situation within which the plot 
of a narrative unfolds. Whereas in 1984 Gabriel Zoran complained that in lit-
erary studies “the dominance of the time factor in the structuring of the narra-
tive text remains an indisputable fact” and that “[t]he existence of space is 
pushed into a corner, so to speak,”109 nowadays the spatial aspect of narratives 
receives considerably more attention, as is illustrated by Katrin Dennerlein’s 
bold claim in the introduction of her monograph on space in narratology: 
“Räumliche Phänomene sind oftmals zentral für Erzähltexte.”110 

In connection with the broad definition of “setting” given above, some nar-
ratologists apply the term spatial setting exclusively to the spatial environment 
in which the narrative as a whole unfolds, in distinction from spatial frames, 
denoting the scenery related to specific episodes (events, narrative asides, etc.) 
within the narrative.111 According to this definition, “setting” is a wider cate-
gory which includes potentially numerous “spatial frames.” In rhetorical nar-
ratology,112 as well as in biblical studies,113 it is customary to use “setting” in 
a more pragmatic sense, pertaining both to the work as a whole as to specific 
moments or events therein. I will use the term “setting” in the latter sense. In 
practice, “geographical setting” will be applied predominantly to the scenery 
of specific passages under discussion, which only form a part (often a relatively 
small part) of the narrative as a whole. 

Sabine Buchholz and Manfred Jahn define “narrative space,” which includes 
spatial settings in the sense indicated above, as “[a]t its most basic level … the 

                                                            
108 Edward Quinn, A Dictionary of Literary and Thematic Terms, 2nd ed. (New York: 

Facts on File, 2006), 384. Cf. J.A. Cuddon, A Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary 
Theory, 5th ed., revised by M.A.R. Habib (Chichester: Wiley, 2013), 650. 

109 Gabriel Zoran, “Towards a Theory of Space in Narrative,” PoeT 5 (1984): 310. See 
also Susan Stanford Friedman, “Spatial Poetics and Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small 
Things,” in A Companion to Narrative Theory, ed. James Phelan and Peter J. Rabinowitz 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2005), 193–95; Sabine Buchholz and Manfred Jahn, “Space in 
Narrative,” in Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory, ed. David Herman, Manfred 
Jahn, and Marie-Laure Ryan (London: Routledge, 2005), 551–54. 

110 Katrin Dennerlein, Narratologie des Raumes, Narratologia 22 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
2009), 1. However, in Marie-Laure Ryan, Kenneth Foote, and Maoz Azaryahu, Narrating 
Space / Spatializing Narrative: Where Narrative Theory and Geography Meet, TIN (Colum-
bus: Ohio State University Press, 2016), 16, Ryan still observes that “[s]pace is a relatively 
neglected dimension of narrative, especially when compared to time.” 

111 See esp. Marie-Laure Ryan, “Space,” in Handbook of Narratology, ed. Peter Hühn et 
al., Narratologia 19 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2009), 421–23, who distinguishes five categories of 
narrative space. See also Ruth Ronen, “Space in Fiction,” PoeT 7 (1986): 421–38. 

112 Phelan and Rabinowitz in Herman et al., Narrative Theory, 84–91. 
113 Powell, What is Narrative Criticism, 69–72; Resseguie, Narrative Criticism, 87; 

Tolmie, Narratology, 105–14. 
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environment in which story-internal characters move about and live.”114 Spatial 
setting is thus closely related to the characters in the story.115 For this reason, 
my analysis of the geographical settings in which John the Baptist appears in 
the various narratives under discussion, will be preceded by a character-sketch 
of John the Baptist in the narrative in question. 

Thematised Space 

In her discussion of space in narratives, Mieke Bal notes that 

space can … remain entirely in the background. In many cases, however, space is 
thematised: it becomes an object of presentation in itself, for its own sake. … It influ-
ences the fabula, and the fabula becomes subordinate to the presentation of space.116 

The concept of “thematised space” is highly relevant for the subject under dis-
cussion. If a certain geographical setting remains in the background and is men-
tioned only because the narrative action has to occur somewhere – anywhere, 
regardless of the specific location –, there is no particular significance attached 
to the geographical setting in question. In case the geographical setting is the-
matised, however, it does have significance for how the model reader interprets 
the story. 

The concept of thematised space is aptly defined by Marie-Laure Ryan as 
“the attribution of symbolic meaning to the various regions and landmarks of 
the narrative world.”117 From this definition alone, it is obvious that there is a 
severe risk of “symbol hunting,”118 due to uncontrolled associations and/or un-
warranted abstractions.119 For this reason, a controlling mechanism is neces-
sary, and I regard Eco’s emphasis on the intentio operis to qualify as such. I 
propose to apply this controlling mechanism in two ways. 

First, the simple fact that one can think of a possible symbolic meaning is in 
itself insufficient reason for taking the location in question as thematised space. 
There must be an indication in the text itself giving rise to this qualification. A 
non-exhaustive list of such indications includes repetition of the setting in 
question, either in the direct (Mark 1:1–13) or the wider context (Mark 6:14–

                                                            
114 Buchholz and Jahn, “Space in Narrative,” 552. See also Bal, Narratology, 136, “space 

is connected to the characters who ‘live’ it”; Ryan, “Space,” 421; Powell, What is Narrative 
Criticism, 70, “settings that pertain to location or space … include the physical environment 
in which the characters of the story live.” 

115 It may not be a coincidence, then, that character and setting are included in the same 
chapter in Seymour Chatman, Reading Narrative Fiction (New York: Macmillan, 1993), 58–
89. 

116 Bal, Narratology, 139. 
117 Ryan, “Space,” 428; cf. Ryan, Foote, and Azaryahu, Narrating Space, 37. 
118 Phelan and Rabinowitz in Herman et al., Narrative Theory, 84. 
119 This is why, for instance, Resseguie’s discussion of topographical setting is problem-

atic; Resseguie, Narrative Criticism, 95–100. 
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22, see chapter 3 below), clear reference to earlier usage (e.g., Josephus, Ant. 
18.119), emphatic narrative asides (John 1:28), or striking textual structures 
(Luke 3:2 in combination with 4:1). 

Second, even if a certain geographical setting is accepted as thematised 
space, possible interpretations must be checked against the intentio operis. In 
other words, a potential symbolic significance of any geographical setting can 
only be qualified as a convincing interpretation if it is confirmed by how the 
episode in question is narrated and is not in conflict with any part of the narra-
tive as a whole. 

The Spatial Turn and Ancient Narratives 

Recent conceptions of space in a wide variety of disciplines,120 have been in-
spired by the theories of critical spatiality developed by the philosopher Henri 
Lefebvre121 and the human geographer Edward Soja.122 This development is 
often referred to as the spatial turn.123 

According to Lefebvre, space is not a neutral concept, but a social product 
and therefore an instrument of power in service of the forces of production.124 
Lefebvre distinguishes three categories of space: (1) space as perceived (espace 
perçu), i.e., spatial forms in the physical world, for instance topographic reali-
ties that can potentially be mapped; (2) conceived space (espace conçu), i.e., 
the mental construction or conceptualization of space, for instance on a map or 
in the mind of an architect; and (3) lived space (espace vécu), i.e. social and 
spatial practice representing idealized, imagined space, for instance in the work 
of artists, authors, and philosophers.125 Lived space is a “counter-space” – a 
concept inspired by Michel Foucault’s concept of heterotopia126 – which by 
use of symbols challenges and eventually will overthrow official representa-

                                                            
120 See, e.g., the collections of articles in Mike Crang and Nigel Thrift, eds., Thinking 

Space, Critical Geographies 9 (London: Routledge, 2000); Barney Warf and Santa Arias, 
eds., The Spatial Turn: Interdisciplinary Perspectives, RSHG 26 (London: Routledge, 
2009). 

121 See esp. Henri Lefebvre, La production de l’espace, 4th ed. (Paris: Anthropos, 2000). 
The first edition appeared in 1974. 

122 See esp. Edward W. Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-
Imagined Places (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1996); idem, Postmetropolis: Critical Studies 
of Cities and Regions (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 2000). 

123 See for a helpful summary of the development of critical spatiality John M. Vonder 
Bruegge, Mapping Galilee in Josephus, Luke, and John: Critical Geography and the Con-
struction of an Ancient Space, AGJU 93 (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 4–11. 

124 Lefebvre, Production, 35. 
125 Lefebvre, Production, 42–57. 
126 Michel Foucault, “Des espaces autres,” Empan 54 (2004): 12–19. The essay was pre-

sented by Foucault on 14 March 1967. 
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tions of space. Lefebvre’s ideas were developed into a postmodern spatial the-
ory by Edward Soja. Soja retained the trialectic view of space, renaming the 
categories to, respectively, Firstspace, Secondspace, and Thirdspace.127 For 
Soja, engaging with Thirdspace has an emancipatory objective, countering 
“economic exploitation, cultural domination, and individual oppression.”128 

In recent years, the concept of “lived space” or “Thirdspace” has been ap-
plied to the study of ancient texts, including biblical studies,129 and it is argua-
bly a helpful tool for the reconstruction of the sociological realities in the an-
cient world.130 In her narratological study of space, Katrin Dennerlein objects 
against applying critical spatiality in the study of narratives, however, because 
“[d]ie Stoßrichtung des spatial turn im ursprünglichen Sinn ist … eine 
politisch-kritische und konfligiert mit dem narratologischen Ideal einer 
möglichst wertfreien Beschreibung und Analyse.”131 I agree that a risk of cir-
cular reasoning and ideological misinterpretation exists when Lefebvre’s and 
Soja’s theory of conflicting spaces is adopted as a controlling paradigm, as 
lenses through which to read the narrative. However, Dennerlein’s radical re-
jection of critical spatiality is equally unjustified. In studying narrative repre-
sentations of space, the notion of space as socially constructed is a helpful in-
sight indeed, as Susan Friedman notes: 

[S]pace is not passive, static, or empty; it is not … the (back)ground upon which 
events unfold in time. Instead, in tune with geographical theories about space as so-
cially constructed sites that are produced in history and change over time, the concept 
of narrative as spatial trajectory posits space as active, mobile, and ‘full’.132 

According to Friedman, then, the conception of space as fluid and socially con-
structed is reflected in how spatial settings function narratologically. After all, 

                                                            
127 See esp. “The Trialectics of Spatiality,” chapter 2 in Soja, Thirdspace, 53–82. See also 

Soja, Postmetropolis, 10–12. 
128 Soja, Postmetropolis, 352. Cf. Edward W. Soja, Seeking Spatial Justice, Globalization 

and Community Series (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010). 
129 David M. Gunn and Paula M. McNutt, eds., ‘Imagining’ Biblical Worlds: Studies in 

Spatial, Social and Historical Constructs in Honor of James W. Flanagan, JSOTSup 359 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002); Halvor Moxnes, Putting Jesus in His Place: A 
Radical Vision of Household and Kingdom (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2003); Vic-
tor H. Matthews, “Physical Space, Imagined Space, and ‘Lived Space’ in Ancient Israel,” 
BTB 33 (2003): 12–20; Matthew Sleeman, Geography and the Ascension Narrative in Acts, 
SNTSMS 146 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Eric C. Stewart, Gathered 
around Jesus: An Alternative Spatial Practice in the Gospel of Mark, Matrix 6 (Eugene, OR: 
Cascade, 2009); idem, “New Testament Space/Spatiality,” BTB 42 (2012): 139–50; Vonder 
Bruegge, Mapping Galilee. 

130 James W. Flanagan, “Ancient Perceptions of Space/Perceptions of Ancient Space,” 
Semeia 87 (1999): 15–43. 

131 Dennerlein, Narratologie, 6. Cf. Vonder Bruegge, Mapping Galilee, 24: “Thirdspace 
is the lens by which space is shown to be inherently political.” 

132 Friedman, “Spatial Poetics,” 195. 
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in asking for the narrative function of a certain spatial setting, one does in fact 
seek after the model author’s representation of space, which may either concur 
with or be in conflict with other conceptions of space (even in the same narra-
tive), or which may even be fluid. In fact, Friedman integrates critical spatiality 
within her narratological framework and she does so in a plausible way, which 
shows that critical spatiality can indeed contribute to the understanding of 
space in a particular narrative. In the following chapters, I will therefore con-
tinually keep the socially constructedness of space in mind when discussing 
the geographical settings associated with John the Baptist. I will do so, how-
ever, from a wider narrative-critical perspective in order to diminish the risk of 
circular reasoning warned for by Dennerlein, as well as the risk of overlooking 
relevant findings which are not directly related to critical spatiality’s approach 
to space and spatial settings. 

Geographical Settings and the Real World 

Even in fictional stories with spatial settings that exists in the “real world,” 
readers use their knowledge of the real world, which is part of their encyclo-
paedia (Eco’s terminology), in interpreting these stories.133 That is, the mental 
map the reader creates while reading the story is supplemented by real world 
knowledge, activated from the reader’s encyclopaedia. In non-fictional stories, 
the relation between the story world and the actual world is even more direct, 
since geographical settings in the story world of non-fictional stories are em-
phatically supposed to coincide with actual places in the real world, so that 
even “Elemente des Raumes, die nicht genannt werden, können ergänzt 
werden.”134 The stories in which John the Baptist appears qualify as non-fic-
tional narratives, because – regardless of the measure of historical accuracy 
from a historical-critical point of view – they pretend to narrate what actually 
happened in “the real world.”135 The significance the model reader assigns to 

                                                            
133 Ryan, “Space,” 422. Cf. Bal, Narratology, 138–39: “Determination is again achieved 

on the basis of the reader’s frame of reference. When a certain event is situated in Dublin, 
this will mean something different to the reader who is well acquainted with the city than to 
the reader who only knows that Dublin is a large city.” See also Ryan, Foote, and Azaryahu, 
Narrating Space, 46–47. 

134 Dennerlein, Narratologie, 91–92. Cf. Ryan, “Space,” 424; Bärbel Bosenius, Der lite-
rarische Raum des Markusevangeliums, WMANT 140 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener 
Verlag, 2014), 17: “Das antike Jerusalem und Jerusalem als Schauplatz des Markusevange-
liums dürfen zwar nicht miteinander identifiziert warden, dennoch ist bei der Abfassung des 
Evangeliums geographisches Wissens aus der Zeit seiner Entstehung eingeflossen. Dieses 
wird vom Erzähler, ohne dass er dies explizit deutlich machte, als auch bei den Rezipienten 
bekannt vorausgesetzt.” 

135 See Merenlahti, Poetics for the Gospels, 10: “What matters is not the truth value, but 
the (explicit or implicit) truth claim” (italics original). Jean-Marie Schaeffer observes that 
even “as far as myth is concerned, it is clearly considered a type of factual discourse: people 
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the geographical settings related to John the Baptist, is thus, at least potentially, 
influenced by the real world knowledge (s)he possesses. 

On the basis of the relation between the geographical settings in the narra-
tives under consideration and corresponding locations in the real world, I will 
make use of historical-geographical data in discussing the settings in question. 
I will do so for two reasons. First, it will help to correct unwarranted assump-
tions by modern day readers, which when left uncorrected would lead to un-
justified conclusions, for example the idea that in the first century the Jordan 
Valley was an abandoned, uninhabited area (see for discussion chapter 2 be-
low). Second, it provides a reconstruction of the extra-textual knowledge first-
century readers may have possessed. It must be kept in mind, though, that this 
reconstruction is by nature incomplete – historical geography suffers the limi-
tations of all historical studies – and that the model reader may have possessed 
more knowledge than modern day scholars.136 This may apply, for instance, to 
the location of Bethany beyond the Jordan (see chapter 7 below). Yet, historical 
geography brings us as close as possible to a maximised view of the model 
reader’s potential geographical encyclopaedia. 

We cannot assume that the model reader possesses all knowledge resulting 
from historical-geographical study. In this sense, the model reader knows less 
than modern day biblical scholars. However, we may expect the model reader 
of a certain narrative to possess (1) “whatever knowledge concerning the spa-
tial, temporal, and social setting of the story would have been regarded as com-
mon knowledge in the world that formed the discourse setting for the narra-
tive,”137 and (2) specific knowledge absent from but apparently assumed by the 
narrative itself. Common knowledge of geographical details probably was very 
limited. We may expect readers who were not personally acquainted to the re-
gion in question to identify Galilee and Judea as areas where Jews lived, Jeru-
salem as Judea’s capital where the Jewish temple is located, and the Jordan 
River and its valley – which in the Graeco-Roman world was famous for the 
quality of its olive oil and dates (see chapter 2) – as belonging to Judea, but 
probably common knowledge did not reach much farther. Some of the narra-
tives under discussion do assume more specific extra-textual knowledge 
though, indicating that this is part of the model reader’s encyclopaedia. The 

                                                            
adhere to it as serious discourse referring to something real”; Jean-Marie Schaeffer, “Fic-
tional vs. Factual Narration,” in Hühn, Handbook, 99. 

136 The ensuing reading experience is not very different from modern day literature of 
which the geographical setting is beyond the reader’s acquaintance. Cf. Chatman, Reading 
Narrative Fiction, 64: “Some novels and short stories seem to demand a knowledge of places 
that we don’t possess. It can be frustrating to feel that you must have seen the streets of 
Madrid or the steppes of Russia to understand the significance of plot events.” 

137 Mark Allan Powell, Chasing the Eastern Star: Adventures in Biblical Reader-Re-
sponse Criticism (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 90. 
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extent of this extra-textual knowledge differs per narrative and will be dis-
cussed in the following chapters. 

Geographical Settings and Anterior Texts 

At least with respect to John’s appearance in the Jordan Valley, many scholars 
have claimed that the significance of this location is in some way or another 
related to Old Testament traditions. Here Eco’s concept of encyclopaedia 
comes in again: “the encyclopedia also encompasses an intertextual compe-
tence (...): every text refers back to previous texts.”138 

Eco’s terminology of “intertextual competence” resonates with the popular-
ity of the term “intertextuality” in biblical studies. However, this usage is not 
without problems. In its original sense, intertextuality represents the idea that 
“tout texte se construit comme mosaïque de citations, tout texte est absorption 
et transformation d’un autre texte.”139 Intertextuality thus results in an unend-
ing chain of references,140 which (in concurrence with poststructuralist ideol-
ogy) renders authoritative interpretation impossible.141 A more limited defini-
tion of intertextuality, applying the concept to written texts only, was proposed 
by Gérard Genette.142 Biblical scholars usually follow this approach,143 empha-
sizing the “meaning effects” created by the recapitulation of an anterior text.144 

                                                            
138 Eco, Role, 19 (italics original). See also his p. 21. 
139 Julia Kristeva, “Le mot, le dialogue et le roman,” in Σημειωτική: Recherches pour une 

sémanalyse (Paris: Seuil, 1969), 85. 
140 Jonathan Culler, “Presupposition and Intertextuality,” MLN 91 (1976): 1382. 
141 Roland Barthes, “La mort de l’auteur,” in Le bruissement de la langue (Paris: Seuil, 

1984), 63–69, repr. from Mantéia 5 (1968): 12–17. Kristeva was very well aware of this 
ideological component, judging from the concluding remark in her discussion of the concept 
of intertextuality: “Ainsi le procès de la signifiance que ses pratiques déplient dans sa com-
plexité, rejoint la revolution sociale;” Julia Kristeva, La révolution du langage poétique. 
L’avant-garde à la fin du xixe siècle: Lautréamont et Mallarmé (Paris: Seuil, 1974), 61. 

142 Gérard Genette, Palimpsestes: La littérature au second degré (Paris: Seuil, 1982), 8. 
Culler, “Presupposition,” 1384–85, observes that in practice this is exactly what Kristeva 
herself did, even though she argued for a wider application in theory. 

143 See, e.g., Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1989), 14, defining intertextuality as “the imbedding of fragments of 
an earlier text within a later one.” 

144 See, e.g., Wim J.C. Weren, Studies in Matthew’s Gospel: Literary Design, Intertextu-
ality, and Social Setting, BibInt 130 (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 94: “Intertextuality is an over-
arching concept that enables us to identify and describe various types of relations between 
text A and one or more other texts or text groups from other books (whether or not from the 
same author), and to determine how these relations are constitutive for the meaning(s) and 
function(s) of the texts in question.” 
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Biblical145 as well as literary scholars146 note that the term “intertextuality” co-
vers a confusingly wide range of meanings. In order to prevent misunderstand-
ing, I will refrain from using the term in discussing allusions to anterior texts 
in New Testament passages.147 

John the Baptist’s appearance in the setting of the wilderness and Jordan has 
been associated with various Old Testament narratives. A non-exhaustive list 
includes the stories of Lot and the judgement on Sodom, the Elijah narratives, 
Naaman’s purification, and stories related to Israel’s exodus, wilderness wan-
derings, and entrance into the promised land. In order to avoid what Samuel 
Sandmel calls parallellomania,148 it is necessary to view the proposed parallels 
in relation to the intentio operis as a controlling mechanism. This is where, in 
addition to the general criteria of coherence and economy (see above), Richard 
Hays’s criteria – or “rules of thumb,” as Hays himself prefers to call them149 – 
come into view. 

In his discussion of the concept of “echo” – a term taken from John Hol-
lander’s work on John Milton,150 comparable to an allusion, yet somewhat more 
subtle151 – Hays presents a set of seven criteria in order to determine how likely 

                                                            
145 Steve Moyise, “Intertextuality and Biblical Studies: A Review,” VeEc 23 (2002): 418–

31. 
146 See, e.g., Heinrich F. Plett, “Intertextualities,” in Intertextuality, ed. Heinrich F. Plett, 

RTT 15 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1991), 3: “Currently, ‘intertextuality’ is a fashionable term, but 
almost everybody who uses it understands it somewhat differently. A host of publications 
has not succeeded in changing this situation. On the contrary: their increasing number has 
only added to the confusion.” 

147 I follow the lead here of Thomas R. Hatina, “Intertextuality and Historical Criticism 
in New Testament Studies: Is There a Relationship?” BibInt 7 (1999): 28–43; David I. Yoon, 
“The Ideological Inception of Intertextuality and its Dissonance in Current Biblical Studies,” 
CurBR 12 (2012): 58–76. Cf. George Aichele and Gary A. Philips, “Introduction: Exegesis, 
Eisegesis, Intergesis,” Semeia 69–70 (1995), 9–11. Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpreta-
tion in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985), 7, uses the term “inner-biblical exegesis.” 

148 Samuel Sandmel, “Parallellomania,” JBL 81 (1962): 1–13. 
149 Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 29; cf. Richard B. Hays, The Con-

version of the Imagination: Paul as Interpreter of Israel’s Scripture (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 2005), 30. 

150 John Hollander, The Figure of Echo: A Mode of Allusion in Milton and After (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1981). 

151 Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 23, 29; cf. Hollander, Figure, 64–66. 
In practice Hays does not distinguish systematically between “allusion” and “echo” and he 
favours the latter term, as has been observed by, e.g., Leroy A. Huizenga, The New Isaac: 
Tradition and Intertextuality in the Gospel of Matthew, NovTSup 131 (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 
62; David A. Shaw, “Converted Imaginations? The Reception of Richard Hays’s Intertextual 
Method,” CurBR 11 (2013): 241. Stanley Porter objects against using the term “echo” with-
out a clear definition; cf. Stanley E. Porter, “Further Comments on the Use of the Old Tes-
tament in the New Testament,” in The Intertextuality of the Epistles: Explorations of Theory 
and Practice, ed. Thomas L. Brodie, Dennis R. MacDonald, and Stanley E. Porter, NTMon 
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it is that a proposed echo has a basis in the text rather than in the mind of the 
interpreter only. Hays’s criteria comprise: (1) availability; (2) volume, i.e. the 
measure of verbal agreement; (3) recurrence, i.e. repeated reference to the text 
alluded to; (4) thematic coherence, i.e. does the precursor text fits the line of 
argument; (5) historical plausibility, i.e. references to the precursor text in other 
works increase the likelihood of the proposed echo; (6) the history of interpre-
tation; and (7) satisfaction, i.e., does the proposed echo make sense.152 

Hays’s approach continues to play a major role until today. According to 
Christopher Stanley, “[n]early all subsequent studies of Paul’s use of Scripture 
are indebted to Hays’s work,”153 while David Shaw observes that “[n]o study 
of intertextuality seems complete without some discussion of his [= Hays’s] 
work.”154 Some studies even show their indebtedness to Hays by echoing the 
title of his work.155 Despite discussion,156 proposed revisions, and sometimes 
severe critique (especially by Stanley Porter),157 I agree with David Shaw, that 
“Hays’s criteria have been scrutinized … and, with some minor revisions, they 
remain a helpful sketch of the various factors which ought to be weighed in  

                                                            
16 (Sheffield: Phoenix, 2006), 109. However, no convincing proposals distinguishing “echo” 
from “allusion” have thus far been made. Porter’s own distinction between specific persons, 
places or literary works (allusion) and general concepts (echo) – Stanley E. Porter, “Allu-
sions and Echoes,” in As It Is Written: Studying Paul’s Use of Scripture, ed. Stanley E. Porter 
and Christopher D. Stanley, SBLSS 50 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2008), 30–
31, 39 – is ingenious, but too subtle to be of help. Huizenga, New Isaac, 62–63, somewhat 
artificially defines “allusion” as referring to the Old Testament, and “echo” as referring to 
extra-biblical literature. Several scholars distinguish between intentional (allusion) and un-
conscious reference (echo); e.g. Christopher A. Beetham, Echoes of Scripture in the Letter 
of Paul to the Colossians, BibInt 96 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 17–24; Daniel H. Fletcher, Signs 
in the Wilderness: Intertextuality and the Testing of Nicodemus (Eugene, OR: Wipf and 
Stock, 2014), 57–59, but this distinction is problematic and in practice still treats “echo” as 
a more subtle form of “allusion.” 

152 Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, 29–32; Conversion, 34–45. Esp. 
criterion (5) and (6) provide additional evidence only. The absence of these criteria does not 
in itself render a proposed echo invalid. 

153 Christopher D. Stanley, “Paul and Scripture: Charting the Course,” in Porter and Stan-
ley, As it is Written, 6. 

154 Shaw, “Converted Imaginations,” 234. 
155 Kenneth Duncan Litwak, Echoes of Scripture in Luke-Acts: Telling the History of 

God’s People Intertextually, JSNTSup 282 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2005); Beetham, Echoes. 
156 See the first subsection (titled “Echoes of Scripture in Paul – Some Reverberations”) 

in Craig A. Evans and James A. Sanders (ed.), Paul and the Scriptures of Israel, JSNTSup 
83 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993). 

157 Stanley E. Porter, “The Use of the Old Testament in the New Testament: A Brief 
Comment on Method and Terminology,” in Early Christian Interpretation of the Scriptures 
of Israel: Investigations and Proposals, ed. Craig A. Evans and James A. Sanders, JSNTSup 
148 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 79–96; idem, “Further Comments,” 98–
110. 
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the search for intertextual references.”158 In my view, Beetham’s distinction  
between primary (availability, volume, essential interpretative link) and sec-
ondary criteria is an example of such a helpful minor revision.159 

In the following chapters, Hays’s criteria will not always be referred to ex-
plicitly. In discussing proposed allusions to anterior texts, these criteria will 
however continually be present in the background, undergirding my judgement 
on the probability that a proposed allusion (or echo) concurs with the intentio 
operis. 

D. Scope and Outline of This Study 
D. Scope and Outline of This Study 

In the previous sections, the status quaestionis has been sketched and the  
methodological approach of the following chapters has been accounted for. 
Here, I will elaborate on the scope and outline of this study. 

Scope 

This study aims at finding the significance of John the Baptist’s geographical 
setting in texts generally believed to date from the first century CE: the four 
canonical Gospels, Q, and Josephus. The reason for limiting my focus to first 
century texts is that these are the texts with which most modern studies on John 
the Baptist are especially concerned. There is an obvious explanation for this. 
The study of John the Baptist is dominated by the quest for the historical Bap-
tist and it is generally agreed upon that only the texts referred to above qualify 
as historical sources for the Baptist.160 Of course, when a narrative-critical ap-
proach is followed, as I will do in this study, there is no apparent reason for a 

                                                            
158 Shaw, “Converted Imaginations,” 239. Suggested “minor revisions” include, for in-

stance, Litwak’s proposal (adopted from Brawley) to limit the set of criteria to “availability” 
and “volume” only (Litwak, Echoes, 61–65), and Abasciano’s proposal to accept only “vol-
ume” and “thematic coherence” as valid criteria; B.J. Abasciano, Paul’s Use of the Old Tes-
tament in Romans 9,1–9: An Intertextual and Theological Exegesis, JSNTSup 301 (London: 
T&T Clark, 2005), 24–26. 

159 Beetham, Echoes, 27–35. 
160 See, e.g., Scobie, John the Baptist, 13–31; Webb, John the Baptizer, 31–91; Edmondo 

F. Lupieri, “John the Baptist in New Testament Traditions and History,” ANRW 26.1:430–
61; Catherine M. Murphy, John the Baptist: Prophet of Purity for a New Age, Interfaces 
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2003), 3–13; Joel Marcus, John the Baptist, 4–7. The 
Jesus Seminar additionally regards the Gospel of Thomas as a historical source for John the 
Baptist, although very limited in scope; cf. W. Barnes Tatum, John the Baptist and Jesus: A 
Report of the Jesus Seminar (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge, 1994), 25–104; see also Reinhard 
Nordsieck, Das Thomas-Evangelium: Einleitung, zur Frage des historischen Jesus, Kom-
mentierung aller 114 Logien, 4th ed. (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2014), 20, 
30–34. Shimon Gibson, The Cave of John the Baptist: The First Archaeological Evidence of 
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priori limiting the discussion to first-century texts and to exclude, for instance, 
the Gospel of the Ebionites,161 the Infancy Gospel of James,162 and the Life and 
Martyrdom of John the Baptist.163 However, it makes sense to draw the line at 
the point where almost all John the Baptist studies do. 

The inclusion of Q requires some explanation, since Q is a hypothetical text 
which consists mainly of sayings. I will elaborate on methodological issues 
pertaining to Q in chapter 4. Here it suffices to say that I consider it plausible 
that a text like Q did exist at some point in time, that despite many uncertainties 
regarding Q’s extent and wording a general reconstruction of what was in-
cluded in Q can be made, and that such a reconstruction of Q contains sufficient 
narrative elements for applying narrative-critical methods in the study of Q. 

                                                            
the Historical Reality of the Gospel Story (London: Arrow, 2004), claims that a cave near 
Suba provides archaeological (and thus extra-textual) evidence for rites performed by the 
Baptist before he moved to the Jordan area; see also Shimon Gibson and James D. Tabor, 
“John the Baptist’s Cave: The Case in Favor,” BAR 31.3 (2005): 36–41, 58; James D. Tabor, 
The Jesus Dynasty: The Hidden History of Jesus, His Royal Family, and the Birth of Chris-
tianity (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2006), 129–34. The evidence adduced is unconvinc-
ing, however, and the claim of Gibson and Tabor has been rejected, and convincingly so, by 
Jerome Murphy O’Connor, “Sites Associated with John the Baptist,” RB 112 (2005): 253–
66. See also Sandra Scham, “Diplomacy and Desired Pasts,” JSA 9 (2009): 182, “The re-
cently acclaimed ‘Cave of John the Baptist’, while it is an authentic Early Christian Period 
site, has yielded no proof that John the Baptist ever visited there … Labeling such finds in 
this manner is bad science, and contributes to the construction of a Disney-esque holy land.” 

161 In the Gospel of the Ebionites, John is portrayed as “baptizing with the baptism of 
repentance in the river Jordan” (Epiphanius, Pan. 30.13.6 [Williams]), after describing his 
diet as “his food, they say, is wild honey, the taste of which is that of manna, like oil cakes 
(ὡς ἐγκρὶς ἐν ἐλαίῳ)” (Pan. 30.13.5; note that Matt 3:4 reads ἀκρίδες, the adaption is com-
monly explained as reflecting the Ebionites’s vegetarianism). 

162 Inf. Gos. James 22.1–9 relates that after the massacre of the innocents, Elizabeth took 
the infant John and fled with him to the hill country (ἐν τῇ ὀρεινῇ, cf. Luke 1:39), where 
they were miraculously saved, because a mountain opened up, providing a place of refuge. 
A more expanded version of the story is included in the Coptic Encomium on John the Bap-
tist (Encom. Bapt. 11.1–4 [Tite]). 

163 In this late fifth-century narrative, John was “brought up in the wilderness, eating tips 
of plants and the sap in the plants” (Life Mart. Bapt. 1.2 [Bernhard]) and after Gabriel ap-
peared to him in the wilderness ordering him to travel into the inhabited regions (2.1), John 
went to Elem (3.1; v.l. “Jerusalem”), apparently at the Jordan River (cf. 4.4; 5.1). Later, John 
is imprissoned and ultimately executed in the city Ake (6.1), or Sebaste according to some 
manuscripts. 
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A brief note on the Gospel of Luke (or rather Luke-Acts) is appropriate as 
well. In recent years, an early second-century date for Luke-Acts has been pro-
posed.164 My inclusion of Luke-Acts in the category of texts “generally be-
lieved” to date from the first century CE does, however, not imply a judgement 
on the force of the arguments pro and contra a second century date, but reflects 
the situation that most scholars involved in the debate still opt for a first-cen-
tury date.165 

Mandaean texts will not be included in this study. In the early twentieth 
century, Richard Reitzenstein and Rudolf Bultmann claimed a direct connec-
tion between John the Baptist and the Mandaeans,166 for whom John the Baptist 
(Yahyā) was the last and most important prophet.167 Mandaean studies of the 
past decades have shown this idea to be highly problematic. Mandaean origins 
cannot be traced back with any confidence before the second or third century 
CE and the common idea of Mandaean origins among baptizing groups in the 

                                                            
164 Richard I. Pervo, Dating Acts: Between the Evangelists and the Apologists (Santa 

Rosa, CA: Polebridge, 2006). Some of Pervo’s arguments include the community organiza-
tion (bishops and deacons) in Acts, the image of Jews as “other”, the idealized image of 
Peter and Paul, and indications of acquaintance with the Pauline letter collection and Jose-
phus’s Antiquities. A post-Marcion date of Luke-Acts is argued for by Matthias Klinghardt, 
Das älteste Evangelium und die Entstehung der kanonischen Evangelien, TANZ 60, 2 vols. 
(Tübingen: Francke, 2015), 1:115–79 (see also chapter 6 below). 

165 Craig S. Keener, Acts: An Exegetical Commentary, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker Ac-
ademic, 2012–2015), 1:384, “Of the four positions surveyed below, the centrist position 
(70s–80s) … has by far the most adherents (perhaps four times as many adherents as sup-
porters of a second-century date); probably the early date (60s) is second in number of ad-
herents … a date in the 90s ranks third; and the second century (clustering toward its begin-
ning) boasts the fewest adherents.” 

166 Richard Reitzenstein, Die Vorgeschichte der christlichen Taufe (Leipzig: Teubner, 
1929), argued that John’s baptism originated from Mandaean practices. Rudolf Bultmann, 
“Die Bedeutung der neuerschlossenen mandäischen und manichäischen Quellen für das 
Verständnis des Johannesevangeliums,” ZNW 24 (1925): 142–43, argued for a direct genea-
logical line from John’s disciples to the Mandaeans. 

167 Many liturgical Mandaean texts are related to immersion (maṣbūtā) in yardnā “flow-
ing water/Jordan”, which was, and still is, the most important Mandaean rite, repeated every 
Sunday and on special holidays. See for a helpful overview of Mandaeic literature Jorinn 
Jacobsen Buckley, The Mandaeans: Ancient Texts and Modern People, AARTR (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 10–16. A translation of the passages concerning John the 
Baptist in the so-called “Book of John” is provided by G.R.S. Mead, Gnostic John the Bap-
tizer: Selections from the Mandaean John-Book (London: Watkins, 1924), 35–70. To date, 
the only complete (German) translation available of the Book of John is M. Lidzbarski, Das 
Johannesbuch der Mandäer (Giessen: Töpelmann, 1915; repr. 1966). John the Baptist is not 
only mentioned in (parts of) the Book of John, but also in a few tractates of the Ginza. 
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Jordan Valley168 has in recent years been challenged by scholars who argue for 
a Mesopotamian provenance.169 An even more important objection is the prob-
lematic nature of the Mandaean texts themselves: while the earliest strata prob-
ably date from the third century CE, Mandaean literature probably only reached 
its final form in the Early Islamic Period,170 and the portrayal of the Baptist 
seems to be influenced by the Islamic conquest.171 There is, thus, no reason to 
include Mandaean texts within the scope of this study. 

Outline 

The overarching question of this work concerns the significance of the geo-
graphical settings in which John the Baptist is portrayed in narratives generally 
believed to date from the first century CE, as understood by the model reader 
of the narratives in question. In most of these narratives John is portrayed as 
preaching and baptizing in the Jordan area. In order to get a picture of how a 
general first-century model reader may have understood a reference to the Jor-
dan Valley, I will in chapter 2 discuss the historical-geographical situation of 
the Jordan Valley in the late Hellenistic and Early Roman Period, and the sig-
nificance of the Jordan Valley in narrative texts dating from roughly this pe-
riod. The result is a reconstruction of the potential encyclopaedia of a first-
century model-reader. This forms the starting point from which to proceed in 
reconstructing the actual encyclopaedia of the model reader of a specific text. 

Chapters 3–8 will be devoted to John the Baptist’s geographical settings in 
respectively the Gospel of Mark, Q, the Gospel of Matthew, the Lukan narra-
tive, the Gospel of John, and the passage on the Baptist in Flavius Josephus’s 
Jewish Antiquities (Ant. 18.116–119). Other choices in the order of chapters 
could have been made. For instance, a chronological order would have placed 

                                                            
168 So, e.g., Kurt Rudolph, Antike Baptisten. Zu den Überlieferungen über frühjüdische 

und -christliche Taufsekten, SSAW 121/4 (Berlin: Akademie, 1981): 17–19; Buckley, Man-
daeans, 3. 

169 Anders Hultgård, “The Mandean Water Ritual in Late Antiquity,” in Hellholm et al., 
Ablution, 1:92–94. Earlier, Yamauchi argued that Mandaeism is the result of a fusion that 
took place in Mesopotamia, so that “it is misleading to speak of a ‘western’ origin of Man-
daeism or even of Mandaeism in Palestine. I would prefer to speak of a western proto-Man-
daean component and an eastern proto-Mandaean component;” Edwin M. Yamauchi, Pre-
Christian Gnosticism: A Survey of the Proposed Evidences, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 
1983), 140. 

170 Şinasi Gündüz, “The Problems of the Nature and the Date of Mandaean Sources,” 
JSNT 53 (1994): 87–97. 

171 Jennifer Hart, “The Mandaeans, a People of the Book? An Examination of the Influ-
ence of Islam on the Development of Mandaean Literature” (PhD diss., Indiana University, 
2010); idem, “Yahia as Mandaean Rasul? Some Thoughts on Islam’s Influence on the De-
velopment of Mandaean Literature,” Aram 22 (2010): 171–81. Cf. Kurt Rudolph, Die Man-
däer, FRLANT 74, 2 vols. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1960–1961), 1:66–80. 
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Q before Mark. However, because of the close relation between Q, Matthew 
and Luke – most of the Baptist material in the latter two narratives presumably 
originates from Q – it is preferable, in my view, to keep the chapters devoted 
to these texts closely together. Or alternatively, since Q is a reconstruction on 
the basis of Matthew and Luke, a case could be made for placing the chapter 
on Q after those on Matthew and Luke. However, since (according to the Two-
Document Hypothesis) Matthew and Luke have made use of Q in composing 
their Gospels, it makes sense to discuss Q before Matthew and Luke. 

The basic structure of chapters 3–8 is rather similar. If necessary, prelimi-
nary matters regarding authenticity (Luke 1–2, Josephus) or reconstruction and 
methodical issues (Q) will be discussed in the first section of the chapter (see 
chapters 4, 6, and 8). Because of the relation between characterization and ge-
ographical setting outlined above, the next section in each chapter will be de-
voted to the portrayal of John the Baptist in the narrative under consideration. 
In subsequent sections each of the geographical settings in which the Baptist 
occurs in the narrative in question will be discussed, with an emphasis on the 
significance of that particular setting as understood by the model reader of that 
narrative. In the chapter on Josephus (chapter 8), a final section on Josephus’s 
prophetic figures acting in the wilderness is included. 

Chapter 9, finally, contains a summary of the findings and concluding re-
flections. In the final section suggestions for further study will be made. The 
book concludes with a bibliography and indices.



     

Chapter 2 

The Jordan Valley in History and Narrative 

John the Baptist appears in various geographical settings, as will become clear 
in the following chapters, but without doubt the primary setting in which he is 
portrayed is that of the Jordan Valley. With the exception of Josephus, all nar-
ratives under consideration in some way or another relate the Baptist to the 
Jordan area. 

As has been pointed out in chapter 1, the model reader of any text makes 
use of extratextual knowledge – or, in Eco’s terminology, his or her “encyclo-
paedia” – in the process of interpretation. With respect to geographical settings 
this particularly includes knowledge of the “real world” and the use of the set-
ting in question in anterior texts. In this chapter I will therefore discuss the 
historical-geographical situation of the Jordan Valley in roughly the late Sec-
ond Temple period as well as a selection of early Jewish narratival accounts 
with a geographical setting in the Jordan Valley in order to gain insight in the 
potential encyclopaedia of first-century readers – potential, because the ency-
clopaedia of the model reader of a particular narrative can only be recon-
structed in conversation with that narrative itself, which will have to wait until 
later chapters. Reconstructing the potential encyclopaedia is nevertheless an 
indispensable first step. 

Another reason for discussing the Jordan Valley from the angles of historical 
geography and contemporary narrative accounts, is that such a discussion re-
veals – as I will show in this chapter – that some of the claims made in scholarly 
literature with respect to the significance of the Jordan Valley for understand-
ing John’s Baptism are, in fact, not supported by the evidence. This is particu-
larly the case with respect to the idea that the Jordan Valley was an isolated 
area, far removed from daily life, and the idea that the geographical setting of 
the banks of the Jordan almost by definition alludes to the Old Testament exo-
dus-conquest narratives. 

In this chapter I will first introduce the geology, topography, and climate of 
the Jordan Valley (section A), and particularly focus on habitation and econ-
omy (section B). Discussion of the Jordan in the Old Testament in section C 
helps to appreciate ways in which Israelite traditions may possibly resonate in 
narrative accounts of John the Baptist’s baptizing location(s). Finally, I will 
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discuss and reject the claim that a geographical setting in the Jordan area inev-
itably alludes to exodus-conquest traditions and evokes revolutionary ferment 
(section D). 

A. In the Environs of the Jordan 
A. In the Environs of the Jordan 

Introduction and Terminology 

The Jordan Rift Valley – according to most geologists and geophysicists more 
accurately referred to as ‘Dead Sea Transform’ – is an approximately north-
south oriented tectonic fault zone between the African and Arabian plates, 
which is part of the greater Syrian-African Rift system, stretching from Eastern 
Africa (the East African Rift), through the Red Sea (the Red Sea Rift System), 
to modern Turkey (the East-Anatolian Fault Zone).1 This geological situation 
explains the valley’s distinctive topographical features as a deep, straight and 
narrow depression. The width of the valley measures only 3–5 km at its nar-
rowest point (near modern Marma Feiyad) and more than 20 km at its widest 
point, just south of Jericho, at the northern shore of the Dead Sea. The valley 
is flanked by the highlands of Samaria and the Judean desert to the west and 
the eastern Jordan plateau to the east, both rising up to more than 1,000 m 
above the valley floor. 

Although the Jordan Valley itself stretches much farther, reaching from the 
area where the sources of the Jordan River are found in the north to (at least in 
most definitions) the Gulf of Aqabah in the south,2 for our purpose only the 
area between the Sea of Galilee and the northern Dead Sea region is of rele-
vance. This part of the valley is sometimes referred to as the Lower Jordan 
Valley, and the corresponding part of the river as Lower Jordan (as distin-
guished from the Upper Jordan, northwards of the Sea of Galilee).3 There is 
some ambivalence in this terminology, however, since several modern studies 
use the phrase (or its equivalent ‘Southern Jordan Valley’) for the area south 
of the Beth Shean Valley only, while designating the part of the valley to the 
north of Beth Shean as the Central Jordan Valley.4 

                                                            
1 Aharon Horowitz, The Jordan Rift Valley (Lisse: Balkema, 2001), 8–9. 
2 Yohanan Aharoni, The Land of the Bible: A Historical Geography, 2nd ed., trans. and 

ed. A.F. Rainey (London: Burns & Oates, 1979), 31–36. 
3 Isaac Schattner, The Lower Jordan Valley: A Study in the Fluviomorphology of an Arid 

Region, ScrHie 11 (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1962), 13; Menashe Har-El, “The Pride of the Jor-
dan: The Jungle of the Jordan,” BA 41 (1978): 65–75; Henry O. Thompson, “Jordan River,” 
ABD 3:955–57. 

4 Horowitz, Jordan Rift Valley, 65–70; Aren M. Maeir, “In the Midst of the Jordan:” The 
Jordan Valley During the Middle Bronze Age (Circa 2000–1500 BCE): Archaeological and 
Historical Correlates, DÖAW 64 (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 
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The Ghor and the Zor 

The valley floor, commonly referred to as the ghor (Arabic for ‘bottom’ or 
‘depression’) in scholarly literature, or ַהַּיְרֵּדן ִּכַּכר  in the Hebrew Bible (Gen 
13:10-11; 1 Kgs 7:46), is relatively flat and covered with fertile terra rossa 
soil. As I will show later in this chapter, the many natural water sources facil-
itated life in the Jordan Valley, especially in its northern part. 

The Jordan River itself5 flows in a ‘secondary valley’, cut out by erosion 
into the ghor, called the zor (Arabic for ‘thicket’), which at most places is sev-
eral tens of meters below the ghor.6 At present the zor’s width measures only 
about 25–30 m along most of the river’s course, but until halfway the 20th cen-
tury the zor was wider, reaching a width of about 180–1600 m.7 The zor is 
separated from the ghor by a ‘badlands’ zone (katar, Arabic for ‘hump’) of 
steep slopes and deep gullies in the Lisan marl, on which practically nothing 
grows. This ‘badlands’ zone, then, forms a sharp dividing line between the arid 
ghor and the lush green zor. 

From at least biblical times until halfway the 20th century the zor was char-
acterized by excessive vegetation,8 referred to as ְּגאוֹן ַהַּיְרֵּדן “pride of the Jor-
dan” in the Hebrew Bible (Jer 49:19; 50:44; Zech 11:3). Natural vegetation is 

                                                            
2010), 16–24. The phraseology is not identical though. Horowitz takes the valley in which 
the Sea of Galilee is situated as a distinctive unit (Biq’at Kinarot), while Maeir takes it as 
part of the Central Jordan Valley. Horowitz describes the valley south of Marma Feiyad as 
the ‘Southern Jordan Valley’, while Maeir refers to it as the ‘Lower Jordan Valley’. The 
latter phrase is a bit confusing, though, since it sometimes refers to all of the Jordan Valley 
between Lake Kinneret and the Dead Sea (so, for example, Schattner, Lower Jordan Valley, 
13, even though he noticed important distinctions in lithological conditions between its 
northern and southern part [p.21]), and sometimes – as in Maeir’s study – only to the part 
south of the Beth Shean Valley. 

5 It is often held that the name of the river (Heb. ַּיְרֵּדן) is derived from ירד ‘to descend’ or 
its Semitic cognates (e.g. Eugene H. Merrill, “ירד,” NIDOTTE 2:534–35), but although this 
fits the river’s relatively steep gradient, this etymology is far from certain and (inconclusive) 
alternative interpretations have been proposed (see Thompson, “Jordan River,” 3:954; Tim 
Powell, “Jordan,” NIDOTTE 4:802). Papyrus Anastasi I, dating from the 19th Egyptian dyn-
asty, shows that the name of the river at least predates the Israelite era (ANET, 477; COS 
3:12; cf. ANET, 242, for a 22nd dynasty topographical list). 

6 Schattner, Lower Jordan Valley, 45: “This difference amounts in the northern main 
division to 15–25 m, while in the southern main division it rises to 30–40 m.” 

7 Nelson Glueck, The River Jordan (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1968), 77 (“from two hun-
dred yards to a mile wide”). 

8 Cf. Glueck, River Jordan, 78 (“dense and at times almost impenetrable thickets”) and 
Schattner, Lower Jordan Valley, 33 (“tangled thickets of poplars and tamarisks with a very 
dense scrub undergrowth”). These descriptions pertaining to the situation in the first half of 
the twentieth century probably do not differ much from the situation in the New Testament 
era (in contrast to today’s situation). Salinity of the soil remained unchanged and macro-
climatic circumstances remained relatively stable; see Willem van Zeist, “Past and Present 
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dominated by the Euphrates poplar and the tamarisk, both of which have a high 
salinity tolerance.9 Besides these, oleander, cane, tangled bushes and high 
thorns and thistles characterized the Jordan’s river bed.10 It comes as no sur-
prise, then, that some have characterized the zor as a ‘jungle’,11 the more so 
since the environs of the Jordan provided cover for many kinds of wild animals 
in biblical times, like lions, leopards, bears, hyenas, and jackals.12 

Crossing the River Jordan 

It is through the narrow green strip of the zor that the Jordan itself meanders 
its way southwards. The meandering feature of the river is so strong, that it 
roughly doubles the length of the river: while the distance from the Sea of Gal-
ilee to the Dead Sea is 105 km as the crow flies, the actual length of the river 
itself totals about 217–220 km.13 In spite of the many meanders in the Jordan’s 

                                                            
Environments of the Jordan Valley,” in Studies in the History and Archaeology of Jordan, 
ed. Adnan Hadidi (Amman: Department of Antiquities, 1985), 2:199–204; Thomass Litt et 
al., “Holocene Climate Variability in the Levant from the Dead Sea Pollen Record,” QSR 49 
(2012): 95–105. We may safely assume that, in distinction to the ghor, the always wet zor 
was hardly affected by the micro-climatic changes over this period (on which see below). 
The most important factor for vegetational change in the area is human activity; see Uri 
Baruch, “The Late Holocene Vegetational History of Lake Kinneret (Sea of Galilee), Israel,” 
Paléorient 12 (1986): 37–48. 

9 Michael Zohary, Plants of the Bible: A Complete Handbook to all the Plants with 200 
Full-Color Plates Taken in the Natural Habitat (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1982), 21. 

10 Glueck, River Jordan, 78. See also Har-el, “Pride,” 68. 
11 See the title of Har-el’s study and Henry O. Thompson, “Jordan, Jungle of,” ABD 

3:960–61. 
12 Lions (cf. Jer 49:19; 50:44; Zech 11:3) are attested up to the thirteenth century CE. 

Until the late nineteenth century, bears lived near the Sea of Galilee and further to the north 
(Har-el, “Pride,” 72). Even today, hyenas, foxes and jackals live in the Judean desert, adja-
cent to the southern Jordan Valley, whereas near the Ein Gedi nature reserve and in the 
Negev, a (very) small population of leopards exists; Inbar Perez, Eli Geffen, and Ofer 
Mokady, “Critically Endangered Arabian Leopards Panthera pardus nimr in Israel: Estimat-
ing Population Parameters Using Molecular Scatology,” Oryx 40 (2006): 295–301. 

13 Schattner, Lower Jordan Valley, 36–38, and 56–83 for a detailed description of the 
river’s meanders. Today the course of the river is highly regulated and therefore relatively 
stable, but until halfway the twentieth century (and certainly also in New Testament times), 
the course of the river varied somewhat: due to springtime flooding new meanders were 
formed and old ones abandoned. Schattner’s plate 4 visualizes many changes in the river’s 
course between the seventeenth century and 1935 (see also his discussion on p.84–103). The 
exact course of the river through the zor in the first century CE is no longer traceable. For 
this reason, the detailed map by Jeremy Hutton, in which the locations of the Jordan fords 
are based on maps dating from the early twentieth century, is speculative in character; see 
Jeremy M. Hutton, “Topography, Biblical Traditions, and Reflections on John’s Baptism of 
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course, the river’s flow is quite swift, due to the relatively steep gradient, 
caused by the difference in altitude between the Sea of Galilee (212 m below 
sea level)14 and the Dead Sea (about 400 m below sea level).15 Yet, during most 
of the year, it was not hard to cross the river Jordan. At many places the river 
was relatively shallow and due to its many meanders and the high amount of 
sediment in the water south of the confluence with the Yarmuk many natural 
fords were formed, most of which could easily be crossed as long as the water 
level was not too high.16 During winter time, however, when the water level 
was considerably higher than in the rest of the year, crossing the river was 
dangerous and almost impossible. In later times roped boats may have been 
used for crossing the river – as is suggested by the Madaba Map –, but there is 
no evidence that such a way of crossing the river was in use already in New 
Testament times. 

Since natural conditions played only a minor role in determining where the 
river could be crossed, it follows that the more commonly used fords were 
those that facilitated easy traffic between the villages in the ghor and beyond. 
Even the valley itself was not a major obstacle: “[t]he two sides of the Rift, 
although high and steep as they usually are, still allowed the alignment of a 

                                                            
Jesus,” in Jesus Research: New Methodologies and Perceptions. The Second Princeton-Pra-
gue Symposium on Jesus Research, Princeton 2007, ed. James H. Charlesworth, Brian Rhea, 
and Petr Pokorný (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 152. 

14 The -212 level is a conventional number, “fixed according to its stand in December 
1937” (Schattner, Lower Jordan Valley, 35). The actual water level fluctuates and has fluc-
tuated throughout history. Until the Dagania dam was built in the 1930s, this was an uncon-
trolled process. Nowadays the authorities maintain the water level between -208.80, the “up-
per red line” above which the river overflows its banks, and -213, the “lower red line,” below 
which the sweet water mingles with saline streams, with negative consequences for drinking 
water, irrigation, and ecology; cf. Doron Markel, Uri Shamir, and Pinhas Green, “Operation 
Management of Lake Kinneret and its Watershed,” in Lake Kinneret: Ecology and Manage-
ment, ed. Tamar Zohary et al., AES 6 (New York: Springer, 2014), 544. 

15 The level of the Dead Sea is conventionally fixed at -392 (according to the level of the 
Dead Sea in April 1936; Schattner, Lower Jordan Valley, 35). In the early Roman Period, 
the water level was probably between -380 and -400; Amos Frunkin, “Historic Dead Sea 
Level Fluctuations Calibrated with Geological and Archaeological Evidence,” QR 57 (2002): 
334–42. Since the 1960s the Dead Sea level is falling dramatically, currently being at about 
-430 m and falling with almost a meter every year. See Paul Whitehead et al., “Modelling 
Dead Sea Levels and Rainfall: Past, Present and Future,” in Water, Life and Civilisation: 
Climate, Environment and Society in the Jordan Valley, ed. Stephen Mithen and Emily Black 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 147–56. 

16 Schattner, Lower Jordan Valley, 34–35. Eva Kaptijn, Life on the Watershed: Recon-
structing Subsistence in a Steppe Region Using Archeological Survey: A Diachronic Per-
spective on Habitation in the Jordan Valley (Leiden: Sidestone, 2009), 12, however, empha-
sizes the difficulty in crossing the river, claiming that it “was a large and dangerous river 
that, especially during winter, could only be crossed at a few fords.” 
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series of transverse routes that extended from west to east.”17 In the early first 
century CE, these included at least the major roads connecting Scythopolis and 
Pella (in later times the Romans built a bridge here, as part of the Caesarea-
Scythopolis-Gerasa highway),18 and Jericho and Livias in the southern part of 
the valley (as part of the important Jerusalem-Jericho-Livias-Heshbon road).19 
Given the number of cities and villages in the Jordan Valley in New Testament 
times (see below), several other, less important fords must have been in use as 
well, although only few of these have left their traces in the sources.20 

Climate 

The Jordan Valley’s climate, especially its southern portion, is an arid, desert-
like region. In the Old Testament the area is referred to as ֲעָרָבה  

21 and 22,ִמְדַּבר 
and accordingly the Septuagint uses ἄραβα and ἔρημος with respect to the en-
virons of the Jordan (e.g. Deut 3:17 LXX ἡ ἄραβα καὶ ὁ Ἰορδάνης; Isa 35:1 
LXX τα ἔρημα τοῦ Ἰορδάνου). Although ִמְדַּבר and ἔρημος are sometimes 
translated as “desert,” this translation can be misleading, because in the modern 
climatological sense of the word, which follows the classification of Köppen, 
only the most southern part of the Jordan Valley qualifies as “desert” (precipi-
tation below 200 mm a year),23 whereas most of the Jordan Valley is a semi-
arid steppe area – a distinction the ancients did not make.24 Moreover, in the 
Late Hellenistic and Early Roman era climate in the Jordan Valley and the 

                                                            
17 Israel Roll, “Crossing the Rift Valley: The Connecting Arteries Between the Road Net-

works of Judaea/Palaestina and Arabia,” in Limes XVIII: Proceedings of the XVIIIth Inter-
national Congress of Roman Frontier Studies Held in Amman, Jordan (September 2000), 
ed. Philip Freedman et al., BAR International Series 1084 (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2002), 
1:215. The Roman Road system developed only during and in the aftermath of the First 
Jewish Revolt, as indicated by milestones found in Judea. However, most of these routes, 
including the Scythopolis/Pella (cf. Josephus, War, 1.134) and Jericho/Livias crossings, 
must have been in use earlier. The crossing between Neapolis and Philadelphia may be of 
later date, since the ascent to Philadelphia was quite difficult, and the trajectory of the later 
Roman road “certainly was an engineered ascent” (Roll, “Crossing the Rift Valley,” 217). 
There are no indications in Josephus or other sources that this route was actually used in 
earlier times. 

18 Roll, “Crossing the Rift Valley,” 217.  
19 Roll, “Crossing the Rift Valley,” 217. 
20 Josephus, Ant. 13.338–340, suggests there was a ford near Asophon. 
21 The ancient use of the name ֲעׇרׇבה is wider than its modern application to the area south 

of the Dead Sea only. 
22 Robert W. Funk, “The Wilderness,” JBL 78 (1959): 206–9. 
23 Yair Goldreich, The Climate of Israel: Observation, Research and Application (New 

York: Springer, 2003), 13–14. Cf. Horowitz, Jordan Rift Valley, 90. 
24 Cf. Shemaryahu Talmon, “The ‘Desert Motif’ in the Bible and in Qumran Literarure,” 

in Biblical Motifs: Origins and Transformations, ed. Alexander Altmann (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1966), 40–44. 
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Figure 1: The Jordan Valley 
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Dead Sea region was somewhat more humid (or rather less arid) than today,25 
so that the border between the arid and semi-arid areas was even further to the 
south. To avoid confusion between ancient and modern vocabulary, I will 
translate  ַּברִמְד  and ἔρημος as “wilderness.” 

B. Life in the Jordan Valley 
B. Life in the Jordan Valley 

In studies on John the Baptist, the Jordan Valley is regularly depicted as an 
isolated area, removed from daily life. According to Jaroslav Rindoš, for in-
stance, “[t]here is a break between John’s former life restricted to desert 
places, and the life of his preaching which must also have brought him out of 
the deserts, there where people live.”26 Other scholars likewise hold that in 
order to reach people, John cannot have preached in the Jordan area only, but 
must have moved out of the valley to cities and villages.27 Such claims seem to 
assume that the Jordan Valley was a relatively isolated area, separated from 
society. However, I will show in this section that regardless of where the Bap-
tist may or may not have preached,28 and despite the harsh living conditions in 
the Jordan Valley, agricultural and commercial opportunities commended 
themselves so much that the valley was not as isolated as is assumed by the 
statements referred to above. 

                                                            
25 This is suggested by pollen analysis, fluctuations of Dead Sea levels, isotope-analysis 

in tamarisk trees used at the siege of Masada, and land use in the Decapolis region. See Dan 
Yakir et al., “13C and 18O of Wood from the Roman Siege Rampart in Masada, Israel (AD 
70–73): Evidence for a Less Arid Climate for the Region,” GCA 58 (1994): 3535–39; Bern-
hard Lucke et al., “The Abandonment of the Decapolis Region in Northern Jordan – Forced 
by Environmental Change?” QI 135 (2005): 65–81; Michael Schmidt et al., “The Decapolis 
Region (Northern Jordan) as Historical Example of Desertification? Evidence from Soil De-
velopment and Distribution,” QI 151 (2006): 74–86; F.H. Neumann et. al., “Vegetation His-
tory and Climate Fluctuations on a Transect along the Dead Sea West Shore and Their Impact 
on Past Societies over the Last 3500 Years,” JAE 74 (2010): 756–64; S.A.G. Leroy, “Pollen 
Analysis of Core DS7–1SC (Dead Sea) Showing Intertwined Effects of Climatic Change and 
Human Activities in the Late Holocene,” JAS 37 (2010): 306–16; Claire Rambeau and Stuart 
Black, “Paleoenvironments of the Southern Levant 5,000 BP to Present: Linking the Geo-
logical and Archaeological Records,” in Mithen and Black, Water, 94–104. 

26 Jaroslav Rindoš, He of Whom It Is Written: John the Baptist and Elijah in Luke, ÖBS 
38 (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 2010), 112 (emphasis original). 

27 So, e.g., Paul W. Hollenbach, “Social Aspects of John the Baptizer’s Preaching Mission 
in the Context of Palestinian Judaism,” ANRW 19.1:858–59; Robert L. Webb, John the Bap-
tizer and Prophet: A Socio-Historical Study, JSNTSup 62 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 
1991), 363. 

28 My interest is not so much in the historical Baptist and his whereabouts, but in the 
living conditions in the Jordan Valley. 
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At first sight Josephus seems to affirm the idea of the Jordan Valley as an 
isolated area. He refers to the valley as πολλὴν … ἐρημίαν (War 3.515) and 
ἔρημον … καὶ ἄκαρπον (War 4.474). His most elaborate passage on the Jordan 
Valley stresses its barenness and points out that living conditions are extremely 
harsh: 

[Jericho] is situated in a plain, but a bare and barren (ψιλὸν … καὶ ἄκαρπον) mountain 
range is lying above it, extending to the area of Scythopolis in the northern direction 
and to the region of Sodom and the bounds of Asphaltitis29 in southern direction. It is 
all uneven and uninhabited (ἀοίκητον) because of its sterility (ἀγονίαν). Opposite of 
it, along the Jordan, is another mountain (range) beginning from Julias30 and the north-
ern directions, stretching out southward as far as Somora,31 which borders Petra in 
Arabia. (…) The region between those two mountain ranges is called ‘the Great Plain’ 
(τὸ μέγα πεδίον),32 from the village Ginnabris33 extending to Asphaltitis. Its length is 
twelve hundred stadioi, its width hundred and twenty. In the middle it is intersected 
by the Jordan and it has lakes, Asphaltitis and that of Tiberias, opposite in nature, for 
the one is salt and sterile, while that of Tiberias is sweet and prolific (γόνιμος). The 
plain is burnt (ἐκπυροῦται) in summer time and due to the extreme drought (δι᾽ 
ὑπερβολὴν αὐχμοῦ) the air comprises unwholesomeness (περιέχει νοσώδη), for all is 
waterless (ἄνυδρον), except for the Jordan, wherefore the date palms standing on the 
(river’s) banks are most flourishing and prolific, while those lying far off are inferior. 
(War 4.452–458, my translation) 

Although this passage contains many familiar elements and seems to fit the 
general circumstances in at least parts of the Jordan Valley, the passage should 
not be taken at face value, as if it were an accurate description of every square 
inch in that valley. It rather qualifies as a highly stylized sketch, not devoid of 
overgeneralisation and exaggeration.34 This is suggested not only by the nicely 

                                                            
29 The Dead Sea is referred to as Ἀσφαλτῖτις ‘bituminous (lake)’ not only in Josephus, 

but also the works of contemporary Roman authors (Diodorus Siculus, Bib. hist. 19.98; Pliny 
the Elder, Nat. 2.226; 5.71–73; cf. Tacitus, Hist. 5.6). 

30 i.e. Bethsaida. 
31 Σόμορα (v.l. Σόμορρα) is attested only here and its identification is uncertain. Γόμορρα 

and Ζώαρα have been proposed as conjectures, the latter is of which is possibly, but not 
unproblematically so, supported by War 4.482, where Josephus places the southern end of 
the Dead Sea μέχρι Ζοάρων (v.l. Ζωάρων, Ζοβάρων, Ζοβαρῶν) τῆς Ἀραβίας. 

32 Josephus does, however, not restrict the use of τὸ μέγα πεδίον to the Jordan Valley, as 
Michel and Bauernfeind rightly show in their note to the text. 

33 Γινναβρίς (v.l. Γινναβαρίς, Δενναβρί) is generally taken as a variant for Σενναβρίς, 
mentioned in War 3.447 (where, however, several manuscripts read Ἔνναβρις). Sennabris 
was probably located in the vicinity of Tel Bet Yerah (Khirbet Kerak), just south of the Sea 
of Galilee. 

34 Cf. Per Bilde, “The Geographical Excursuses in Josephus,” in Josephus and the History 
of the Greco-Roman Period: Essays in Memory of Morton Smith, ed. Fausto Parente and 
Joseph Sievers, StPB 41 (Leiden: Brill, 1994), 259: “Some of the geographical excursuses 
are marked by a typical tendency of Josephus to exaggerate in the description of natural 
phenomena and in the rendering of measures and numbers.” 
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proportioned 120 x 1200 stadioi area,35 but also by the sharp contrast to Jeri-
cho, highlighting the latter as a most prosperous place (εὐδαιμονεστάτην; War 
4.475): while the valley is waterless (ἄνυδρον), in the direct vicinity of Jericho 
is an abundant spring, most splendid for irrigation (πηγὴ δαψιλής τε καὶ πρὸς 
ἀρδείας λιπαρωτάτη; War 4.459); while the air in the valley comprises νοσώδη, 
the prophet Elisha turned Jericho’s νοσώδη τε καὶ φθαρτικήν (War 4.460) into 
a most health giving and prolific water source (ὑγιεινοτάτην τε καὶ 
γονιμωτάτην; War 4.460) and the air is prolific as well (γονιμωτέρους ἀέρας; 
War 4.463). 

Not everywhere in the Jordan Valley life was as impossible as Josephus’s 
sketch suggests and Josephus himself knew this perfectly well. Life in the Val-
ley was admittedly harsh (especially in the south) due to the hot and semi-arid 
climate, but because of the number of wadis and other water sources “[i]t is … 
quite clear that paucity of water is not a limiting factor for settlement of the 
Jordan Valley.”36 Moreover, the valley offered lucrative economic opportuni-
ties. With the help of irrigation techniques, the fertile soil in the northern part 
of the valley was used for all kinds of agriculture, whereas in the south balsam37 
and dates of extraordinary high quality (according to Pliny, Nat. 13.44) were 
produced. The conveniently flat north-south caravan routes through the valley 
provided the inhabitants with ample commercial prospects. It is presumably for 
these economic reasons that the valley counted many settlements. An archaeo-
logical survey, conducted in 1975–1976 on the east side of the river, found a 
total of 224 sites, about a quarter of which was located between Wadi Kufrinje 
and Wadi Zerqa, that together showed a more or less continuous occupation of 
various areas in the Jordan Valley throughout most of history.38 

                                                            
35 Although 120 stadioi (approx. 21.6 km; Marvin A. Powell, “Weights and Measures,” 

ABD 6:901) more or less equals the valley’s width near Jericho (but not further northwards), 
the length of 1200 stadioi (approx. 216 km) more than doubles the actual length from “Gin-
nabris … to Asphaltitis” (105 km). It has been suggested that Josephus includes the Sea of 
Galilee (ca. 21 km) and the Dead Sea (ca. 80 km), in contrast with Josephus’ own claim; see 
Thackeray, Josephus, 135 note g; Michel and Bauernfeind, Josephus, 2.1:225 n. 131. An-
other plausible suggestion is that Josephus’ length is not the length of the valley, but the 
length of the river. 

36 Horowitz, Jordan Rift Valley, 103. 
37 See Joseph Patrich, “Agricultural Development in Antiquity: Improvements in the Cul-

tivation and Production of Balsam,” in Qumran, the Site of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Archaeo-
logical Interpretations and Debates. Proceedings of a Conference Held at Brown University, 
November 17–19, 2002, ed. Katharina Galor, Jean-Baptiste Humbert, and Jürgen Zangen-
berg, STDJ 57 (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 241–248. The plant from which balsam was produced 
grew only in the Jordan Valley, nowhere else in the Graeco-Roman world (241). Even though 
in the early Roman period balsam production stood under direct Roman supervision (244), 
many local workers will have found employment in the balsam industry. 

38 Moawiyah M. Ibrahim, “Jordan Valley,” ABD 3:958. Moawiyah M. Ibrahim, James 
Abbott Sauer, and Khair Yassine, “The East Jordan Valley Survey, 1975,” BASOR 222 
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Habitation in the Jordan Valley reached its heights during the Early/Middle 
Bronze Periods39 and in the Hellenistic/Early Roman era, coinciding with rel-
atively humid periods in history (see above). In the Late Hellenistic and Early 
Roman periods, there were several flourishing cities in the Jordan Valley be-
tween the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea. These include the Decapolis cities 
of Pella and Scythopolis. Pella was quickly gaining wealth at the time as the 
city benefitted from new trade routes and commercial opportunities created by 
Roman Rule.40 About half-way the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea the city of 
Amathus was located.41 In the south Jericho, situated in an oasis of natural 
springs and palm-groves, was the primary city, located at a junction of trade 
routes and hosting the Herodian winter-palaces.42 In het Herodian era Phasaelis 
and Archelais were newly founded a little north from Jericho, but these might 
have been large royal agricultural estates rather than cities.43 East of the Jordan, 

                                                            
(1976): 41–66, lists the findings pertaining to the 106 sites between the river Yarmuk and 
Wadi Rajeb. The findings of the sites south of Wadi Rajeb are published in Moawiyah M. 
Ibrahim, James Abbott Sauer, and Khair Yassine, “The East Jordan Valley Survey, 1976 
(Part Two),” in Archaeology of Jordan: Essays and Reports, ed. Khair Yassine (Amman: 
University of Jordan, 1988), 189–207. One of the first to point out the high number of set-
tlements in the Jordan Valley was Nelson Glueck, “The Jordan,” BA 6 (1943): 62–67. 

39 See Moawiyah M. Ibrahim, “The Jordan Valley During the Early Bronze Age,” in A 
Timeless Vale: Archaeological and Related Essays on the Jordan Valley in Honour of Gerrit 
van der Kooij on the Occasion of his Sixty-Fifth Birthday, ed. Eva Kaptijn and Lucas P. Petit, 
ASLU 19 (Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2009), 81–95; and Maeir, Jordan Valley. 

40 Robert Houston Smith, “Pella,” ABD 5:219–21 (Smith supervised the excavations at 
Pella in 1967 and 1979–1981). 

41 Amathus was a city of some importance before its destruction by Alexander Jannaeus 
(War 1.89; Ant. 13.374). It was most likely restored by Pompey and Gabinius (despite its 
absence from the lists in War 1.156 and Ant. 14.75) and made into a district capital (War 
1.170; Ant. 14.91), which it remained until Herod Antipas made Julias/Livias (former Betha-
ramphtha) the capital of Perea. According to Adam Porter, “Amathus: Gabinius’ Capital in 
Peraea?” JJS 50 (1999): 223–29, however, Amathus was never rebuilt and Josephus’s refer-
ence pertains to Aramatha (= Betharamphtha). Most likely, though, Alexander Jannaeus’s 
destruction was very limited in scope (except in Pella); Zeev Safrai, “The Gentile Cities of 
Judea: Between the Hasmonean Occupation and the Roman Liberation,” in Studies in His-
torical Geography and Biblical Historiography Presented to Zecharia Kallai, ed. Gershon 
Galil and Moshe Weinfeld, VTSup 81 (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 63–90. Besides, the city must 
at some point have been rebuilt, since it certainly existed in Eusebius’s days (Onom. 22:24 
[edition Klostermann] = 65 [edition Timm]). The archaeological identification of Amathus 
is uncertain; S. Mittmann, “Amathous, Essa, Ragaba. Drei Hellenistische Festungen im 
Östlichen Randbereich des mittleren Jordangrabens,” ZDPV 103 (1987): 49–65. 

42 Ehud Netzer, The Architecture of Herod, the Great Builder (Grand Rapids: Baker Ac-
ademic, 2008), 42–80. 

43 Josephus refers to Phasaelis (Kh. al-Fasayil, almost 20 km north of Jericho) as a πόλις 
(War 1.418) and to Archelais (Kh. al-Bayudat, about 12 km north of Jericho) as a κώμη (Ant. 
17.340), but other references to Phasaelis and Archelaus only refer to agricultural activity 
(esp. dates; Pliny, Nat. 13.44; cf. Josephus, Ant. 18.31). See also Netzer, Architecture, 226. 
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Herod Antipas founded Livias/Julias44 (former Betharamphtha)45 as a πόλις. As 
has been observed above, besides these cities, a large number of smaller settle-
ments, the names of most of which are unknown, were located in the Jordan 
Valley. Only few of these are mentioned in passing in literary sources (e.g. 
Josephus, War 4.421, 438; Ant. 20.159). 

It follows, then, that during the late Second Temple period, the Jordan Val-
ley was far from uninhabited. On the contrary, however idyllic Pliny the El-
der’s depiction of the Jordan river may be, his reference to “the people who 
dwell on its banks” is a realistic one (as, by the way, is his reference to the 
meandering feature of the river): 

It is a delightful stream, winding about so far as the conformation of the locality al-
lows, and putting itself at the service of the people who dwell on its banks, as though 
moving with reluctance towards that gloomy lake, the Dead Sea, which ultimately 
swallows it up (Nat. 5.71; Rackham, LCL). 

C. The River Jordan in the Old Testament 
C. The River Jordan in the Old Testament 

The Old Testament contains a little over 175 references to the river Jordan. A 
few of these refer to geographical realities, without further significance (e.g. 
Ps 42:6). Occasionally the Jordan functions as a geographical setting for a more 
or less isolated scene, for instance in the aftermath of Ehud’s assassination of 
the Moabite king Eglon, where the Jordan and its fords are employed strategi-
cally in battle (Judg 3:28–29). 

The Jordan Valley plays an important role in the stories about Lot and 
Sodom. In Gen 13 the Jordan Valley, where Lot takes his residence, is con-
trasted with Canaan, where Abraham remains (Gen 13:12). YHWH’s subse-
quent promise of bestowal of the land to Abraham’s offspring (Gen 13:14–17) 
suggests that the valley is viewed as lying outside the promised land. The Jor-
dan Valley is depicted as a well-watered and fertile ideal place, but in a pro-
leptic aside (“this was before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah”), the 
reader learns that it will not remain so. A few chapters later, Sodom and Go-
morrah indeed become the scene of fiery divine judgement (Gen 19:23–25). 

                                                            
44 Only Josephus refers to the city as Julias (War 2.168; Ant. 18.27), but elsewhere (e.g. 

Pliny, Nat. 13.44; Eusebius, Onom. 48.14–15 [edition Klostermann] = 219 [edition Timm]) 
the city is named Livias. Emil Schürer, Geschichte des jüdischen Volkes im Zeitalter Jesu 
Christi, 4th ed. (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1901–1907), 2:214–15, suggests that Antipas built the 
city as Livias, in honor of Augustus’s wife, but changed its name to Julias (referring to the 
gens Iulia) after Livias’s death. 

45 Josephus’s claim that Herod the Great owned a palace in Betharamphtha (War 2.59; cf. 
Netzer, Architecture, 226–27) suggests that the place was already of significance before An-
tipas rebuilt it. In the parallel passage Ant. 17.277 ἐν Ἀμ(μ)άθοις may be an error for ἐν 
Ἀραμαθοῖς or Βηθαραμαθοῖς (Schürer, Geschichte, 2:214 n. 513). 
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Roughly two-thirds of the references to the river Jordan occur in the books 
of Numbers, Deuteronomy, and Joshua. In these books, either the Jordan River 
or the Jordan Valley46 marks the boundary of the promised land (e.g., Num 
34:1–12). Time and again it is emphasized that as long as the Israelites are still 
in the plains of Moab and have not yet crossed the Jordan, they have not yet 
entered the promised land (e.g., Deut 1:1; 2:29; Josh 1:1–2).47 By remaining in 
the fertile plains east of the Jordan, the Reubenites and the Gadites locate them-
selves outside “the land that YHWH has given” (Num 32:7; cf. Josh 22:25).48 
It is not surprising, then, that in the first chapters of the book of Joshua the 
crossing of the Jordan is the main event, since this marks the entrance into the 
promised land. Michael Fishbane noted that in the narrative as it is recounted 
in Joshua 3, “One cannot fail to hear (…) the echoes of the crossing of the sea 
after the Exodus from Egypt: the Israelites crossed the Jordan dry-shod during 
the springtime, at harvest season, when the torrents of water piled up around 
them like a wall”49 (see also Josh 4:22–23; cf. Ps 114:3, 5). Together, these 
crossings function as an inclusio for the whole complex of exodus-desert-con-
quest traditions: the first crossing marking the exodus out of Egypt, the second 
marking the entrance into the promised land. 

Several stories related to the prophets Elijah and Elisha50 are set in the Jor-
dan Valley. After delivering his prophetic message to Ahab, Elijah withdraws 
to the east (1 ;ֵקְדׇמה Kgs 17:3), to a well-watered51 wadi east of the River Jordan 

                                                            
46 Volkmar Fritz, “Die Grenzen des Landes Israel,” in Galil and Weinfeld, Studies, 14–

34, shows that sometimes the river itself is the dividing line, whereas in other passages the 
eastern Jordan Valley is included in the promised land. 

47 George W. Coats, “Conquest Traditions in the Wilderness Theme,” JBL 95 (1976): 
177–90, argues that the victories over the king of Arad and Sihon of Og (Num 21) are set in 
the context of the wilderness wanderings, because in the Pentateuchal conquest traditions 
“[t]he conquest proper begins with the crossing of the Jordan” (190). According to Angela 
Erisman, however, the Sihon episode is a later addition to the Pentateuchal tradition created 
in order to retrospectively include the eastern Jordan plain within the promised land; see 
Angela Roskop Erisman, “The Promised Land and the Formation of the Pentateuch,” JBL 
132 (2013): 769–89. 

48 It is telling that the itinerary that in the book of Numbers immediately follows the story 
of the settling of these tribes east of the Jordan, concludes with a reminder that the Israelites 
have not yet entered the promised land as long as they have not crossed the Jordan River 
(Num 33:51–53). 

49 Michael Fishbane, “The ‘Exodus’ Motif: The Paradigm of Historical Renewal,” in Text 
and Texture: Close Readings of Selected Biblical Texts (New York: Schocken, 1979), 123. 

50 See on the close relation between Elijah and Elisha stories for instance Nachman Lev-
ine, “Twice as Much of Your Spirit: Pattern, Parallel and Paronomasia in the Miracles of 
Elijah and Elisha,” JSOT 85 (1999): 25–46. 

51 Cf. Alan J. Hauser and Russell Gregory, From Carmel to Horeb: Elijah in Crisis, 
JSOTSup 85, BLS 19 (Sheffield: Almond, 1990), 14: “the fourfold mentioning of the Wadi 
Cherith (vv. 3, 4, 5, 6) emphasizes the abundance of water for the one Yahweh chooses to 
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 where he is fed by ravens sent by YHWH. At the ,(Kgs 17:3, 5 ;ַעל־ְּפֵני ַהַּיְרֵּדן)
end of his life, Elijah is taken up into heaven from the banks of the Jordan 
opposite to Jericho (2 Kgs 2), an episode which involves the crossing of the 
Jordan in such a way that it alludes to the entrance into the promised land under 
Joshua.52 In the story of Naaman, the Jordan river, set in contrast to Aramean 
rivers (2 Kgs 5:12), is the stream in which Naaman seven times immerses him-
self (ַוִּיְטֹּבל ַּבַּיְרֵּדן; LXX καὶ ἐβαπτίσατο ἐν τῷ Ιορδάνῃ) and is purified (ַוִּיְטָהר; 
LXX ἐκαθαρίσθη; 2 Kgs 5:14). The terminology of baptism and purification 
makes the Naaman episode particularly relevant as a possible background for 
the immersions of John the Baptist. 

A final passage in which the role of the Jordan Valley is of importance, is 
Ezekiel’s vision of a life restoring stream of water springing forth from the 
temple, flowing through the Jordan Valley (53;ׇהֲעׇרׇבה Ezek 47:8), bringing heal-
ing to the Dead Sea. Here the Jordan Valley is one of the geographical settings 
in which eschatological blessing and restoration becomes apparent. 

In the Old Testament the Jordan Valley thus appears as a place of judgement 
(in the story of Sodom), as the border of the promised land (in Gen 13 and the 
conquest tradition), as a place of divine providence and purification (in the 
Elijah-Elisha stories), and as a place where eschatological restoration unfolds 
(in Ezekiel’s vision).54 These Old Testament narratives may be included in the 
model reader’s encyclopaedia and we must therefore be attentive to possible 
allusions to these narratives in discussing the geographical settings in which 
John the Baptist is portrayed. 

D. A Volatile Mix? 
D. A Volatile Mix? 

In the past decades, several scholars have argued that events taking place in the 
geographical setting of the Jordan area would almost inevitably have evoked 
memories of Israel’s exodus-conquest traditions and even revolutionary fer-
ment. John Dominic, for instance, claims that 

                                                            
sustain.” See also John A. Beck, “Geography as Irony: The Narrative-Geographical Shaping 
of Elijah’s Duel with the Prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18),” SJOT 17 (2003): 291–302. 

52 Cf. Joel S. Burnett, “‘Going Down’ to Bethel: Elijah and Elisha in the Theological 
Geography of the Deuteronomic History,” JBL 129 (2010): 286–87, and the references given 
there. 

53 LXX’s καὶ κατέβαινεν ἐπὶ τὴν ᾿Αραβίαν suggests that ָהֲעָרָבה was misunderstood the 
translators, despite its use with reference to the Jordan Valley elsewhere in the Old Testa-
ment (e.g., Deut 3:17; Josh 11:2; 12:3). 

54 Cf. Josef Ernst, Johannes der Täufer: Interpretation – Geschichte – Wirkungsge-
schichte, BZNW 53 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1989), 279. 
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a Transjordanian desert location and a baptism in the Jordan, precisely the Jordan, had 
overtones, explicit or implicit, of political subversion. No matter what John’s inten-
tions may have been, Antipas had more than enough materials on which to act. Desert 
and Jordan, prophet and crowds, were always a volatile mix calling for immediate 
preventive strikes.55 

Several other scholars have made similar claims;56 for instance Tom Wright: 
“anyone collecting people in the Jordan wilderness was symbolically saying: 
this is the new exodus.”57 If this is an accurate representation of the significance 
attached to the Jordan area, it may be assumed that any model reader will have 
related a geographical setting on the Jordan’s banks with exodus-conquest tra-
ditions from Israel’s past. 

The ideas referred to above are related to the perception of the Jordan as the 
border of the promised land, since exodus-conquest traditions comprise not 
only the idea of deliverance from bondage, but also entrance into the promised 
land. This is only seldom stated as poignantly as Colin Brown does: “The key 
[for understanding the significance of John’s baptism] lies not in purificatory 
rites but in boundaries, and in particular the Jordan as the boundary and point 
of entry to the promised land.”58 However, the idea of the Jordan as the border 
of the promised land is not uncommon in interpretations of John’s baptism.59  

In this section I will show that claims such as those made by Crossan and 
Wright can only be qualified as an overgeneralisation. A geographical setting 
at the Jordan’s banks can indeed allude to exodus-conquest traditions and 
evoke revolutionary ferment, but not necessarily so. In what follows, I will first 
argue that in the historical-geographical realities of the time, the Jordan River 

                                                            
55 John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peas-

ant (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 1992), 235. Crossan’s assertion is quoted (in part) by 
Nicholas Thomas Wright, Jesus and the Victory of God, COQG 2 (London: SPCK, 1996), 
161, and paraphrased (though unreferenced) by Daniel S. Dapaah, The Relationship between 
John the Baptist and Jesus of Nazareth: A Critical Study (Lanham: University Press of 
America, 2005), 49: “The desert and Jordan, prophet and crowds signalled danger – both 
religious and political – in the Judean and Galilean countryside.” 

56 See, among others, Webb, John the Baptizer, 363–64; John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: 
Rethinking the Historical Jesus, ABRL (New York: Doubleday, 1991–2016), 2:46; Adela 
Yarbro Collins, Mark, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007), 142; Hutton, “Topogra-
phy.” 

57 Wright, Jesus, 160. 
58 Colin Brown, “What Was John the Baptist Doing?,” BBR 7 (1997): 44. 
59 See, e.g., John Drury, “Mark 1.1–15: An Interpretation,” in Alternative Approaches to 

New Testament Study, ed. A.E. Harvey (London: SPCK, 1985), 31; Jakob van Bruggen, Het 
evangelie van Gods zoon: Persoon en leer van Jezus volgens de vier evangeliën, CNT(K) 
(Kampen: Kok, 1996), 50–51: “De boetprofeet … laat hen ook ondergaan in de grensrivier;” 
James L. Resseguie, Spiritual Landscape: Images of the Spiritual Life in the Gospel of Luke 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 10–11; M. Eugene Boring, Mark: A Commentary, NTL 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2006), 41. See also Thompson, “Jordan River,” 957. 
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did not function as the boundary of Jewish territory. Subsequently, I will dis-
cuss a range of stories from the Hellenistic, Hasmonean, and early Roman pe-
riods, with a geographical setting at the Jordan, and show that this geographical 
setting does not inevitably allude to exodus-conquest traditions, nor that the 
Jordan is always perceived of as the boundary of the promised land. The stories 
in question are all taken from First Maccabees and Josephus. These are not the 
only early Jewish or Christian stories set at the Jordan,60 but they are sufficient 
to show that the geographical setting of the Jordan does not necessarily allude 
to Israel’s exodus-conquest traditions. 

The Jordan – A Border? 

In a certain sense, of course, any river is a boundary, separating one side from 
another.61 Before (roughly) the rule of Herod Agrippa I, the Jordan separated 
Antipas’s Galilee from Philip’s tetrarchy in the north, and Antipas’s Perea from 
the Roman province of Judea in the south, so that – at least in this period of 
time – when crossing the Jordan, one entered another jurisdiction.62 However, 
in the Early Roman Period crossing the Jordan did not imply crossing a bound-
ary between areas with a predominantly Jewish and a predominantly gentile 
population,63 as is demonstrated by the following two examples. 

                                                            
60 Papyrus Egerton 2 includes a miracle story of Jesus at the Jordan River; it has recently 

been argued that the story alludes to Elisha-traditions, cf. Lorne R. Zelyck, “Elisha Typology 
in Jesus’ Miracle on the Jordan River (Papyrus Egerton 2, 2v.6–14),” NTS 62 (2016): 149–
56. The Jordan River is also one of the geographical settings in the Penitence Story in the 
Life of Adam and Eve; the date and provenance of the Penitence Story is, however, disputed; 
see Michael E. Stone, “The Fall of Satan and Adam’s Penance: Three Notes on The Books 
of Adam and Eve,” JTS 44 (1993): 143–56; Marinus de Jonge and Johannes Tromp, The Life 
of Adam and Eve and Related Literature, GAP (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 
75–77; Gary A. Anderson, “The Penitence Narrative in the Life of Adam and Eve,” in Liter-
ature on Adam and Eve: Collected Essays, ed. Gary Anderson, Michael Stone, and Johannes 
Tromp, SVTP 15 (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 3–42; Marinus de Jonge, “The Christian Origin of 
the Greek Life of Adam and Eve,” in Anderson, Stone, and Tromp, Literature, 347–63. In 
the critical edition produced by Johannes Tromp, the passage is included in the apparatus 
only; Johannes Tromp, The Life of Adam and Eve in Greek: A Critical Edition, PVTG 6 
(Leiden: Brill, 2005), 156–57, 180–81. 

61 James L. Resseguie, Narrative Criticism of the New Testament: An Introduction (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2005), 95. 

62 See for a historical geographical description Michael Avi-Yonah, “Historical Geogra-
phy of Palestine,” in The Jewish People in the First Century: Historical Geography, Political 
History, Social, Cultural and Religious Life and Institutions, ed. Shemuel Safrai and 
Menahem Stern, CRINT 1 (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1974), 95–104. 

63 See also Roll, “Crossing the Rift Valley,” 215. 
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The first concerns Scythopolis, the only city of the Decapolis located west 
of the Jordan.64 Scythopolis’s character as a Decapolis city is reflected in its 
religious and cultural orientation. Scythopolis held the status of a polis since 
the time of the Ptolemies65 and, after being turned into a Jewish city under 
Hasmonean rule, the city regained this status under Pompey (63 BCE). This 
resulted into a re-Hellenization of the city and its region.66 Most of the inhab-
itants were gentiles – Jews were a minority in the city67 – and the city breathed 
a pagan culture. Coins struck in Scythopolis in the first century CE show the 
images of pagan gods68 and at least Tyche, Dionysus and Zeus Olympios were 
venerated in the city, probably in addition to other pagan gods.69 The close 
association of Scythopolis with Dionysus becomes apparent from its original 
name Nysa,70 which was held in honour on coins71 and in myths of the founding 
of the city.72 Such a pagan cultural and religious environment is very similar to 
that of other cities of the Decapolis, where the Roman conquest gave a new 
impetus to the old veneration of the pagan gods of (pre-Hasmonean) Hellenistic 

                                                            
64 In ancient times, various lists of Decapolis cities circulated, but Scythopolis always 

seems to have been included (Pliny, Nat. 5.74; Strabo, Geogr. 16.2.29). According to Jose-
phus (War 3.446), Scythopolis even was the greatest (μεγίστη) of the Decapolis cities, either 
in extent or (more likely) importance. 

65 Shimon Applebaum, “When did Scythopolis Become a Greek City?,” in idem, Judea 
in Hellenistic and Roman Times: Historical and Archaeological Essays, SJLA 40 (Leiden: 
Brill, 1989), 1–8, argues that Scythopolis gained the status of polis at some point between 
249 and 221 BCE, during the reign of Ptolemy III Euergetes. 

66 Cf. Gideon Fuks, “The Jews of Hellenistic and Roman Scythopolis,” JJS 33 (1982): 
408. 

67 Fuks, “Jews,” 408–11. 
68 In his catalogue of Scythopolitan coins, Augustus Spijkerman lists one coin from the 

reign of Caligula, containing an image of Tyche, two types of coins from the reign of Clau-
dius, containing images of Nike and Dionysos respectively, and three (related) coins from 
the reign of Nero, containing an image of Tyche; Augustus Spijkerman, The Coins of the 
Decapolis and Provincia Arabia, ed. Michele Piccirillo, SBFCMa 25 (Jerusalem: Francis-
can, 1978), 188–89. 

69 Nadine Riedl, “Gottheiten und Kulte in der Dekapolis” (PhD diss., Freie Universität 
Berlin, 2003), 288–321. 

70 The name probably dates back to the time of Antiochus IV Epiphanes and was most 
likely adopted in honour of a Seleucid princess of the same name (Avi-Yonah, Holy Land, 
51; Riedl, “Gottheiten,” 301–2). Pliny shows, However, that in the first century the name 
was associated with the mythical Nysa, where Dionysus was raised and where his wet nurse 
(also named Nysa) was buried (Nat. 5.74). 

71 The legend ΝΥCΑ CΚΥΘΟ ΠΟΛΙC appears on the oldest known Scythopolitan coin, 
struck in the year 103 (= 39/40 CE), and occurs on many Scythopolitan coins dating up to 
the third century CE; Spijkerman, Coins, 188–209. A coin from the year 130 (= 66/67 CE) 
even mentions ΝΥΣΑ without reference to Scythopolis (Spijkerman, Coins, 188–89). 

72 Riedl, “Gottheiten,” 298. 
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times, functioning as a token of loyalty to Rome.73 It stands in sharp contrast, 
however, from the situation in Galilee, which was an essentially Jewish region, 
where Jewish religious practices were scrutinously followed,74 and where 
“penetration of Greek culture does not seem to have been especially deep”75 
even in the cities Sepphoris and Tiberias.76 

The second example concerns Perea. Despite many gaps in our knowledge 
of the region, the data available strongly indicates that in the Persian, Hellen-
istic and Roman Periods, Perea was considered Jewish territory.77 The Tobiad 
family, which for long acted as local rulers over the Transjordan area around 
‘Araq el-Amir,78 most likely originated from Judean nobility79 and maintained 
close ties with Judean aristocracy and the family of the High Priest – at least 

                                                            
73 Riedl, “Gottheiten,” 345–50. 
74 Seán Freyne, Galilee from Alexander the Great to Hadrian 323 B.C.E. to 135 C.E.: A 

Study of Second Temple Judaism (Wilmington: Glazier, 1980); Jonathan L. Reed, Archaeol-
ogy and the Galilean Jesus: A Re-examination of the Evidence (Harrisburg: Trinity, 2002); 
Mark A. Chancey, The Myth of a Gentile Galilee, SNTSMS 118 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002); idem, Greco-Roman Culture and the Galilee of Jesus, SNTSMS 
134 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 

75 Chancey, Greco-Roman Culture, 221. 
76 Cf. Jens Schröter, “Jesus of Galilee: The Role of Location in Understanding Jesus,” in 

Jesus Research: An International Perspective. The First Princeton-Prague Symposium on 
Jesus Research, Prague 2005, ed. James H. Charlesworth and Petr Pokorný (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2009), 44–46. 

77 See, e.g., Diane I. Treacy-Cole, “Perea,” in ABD 5:224–5. 
78 Benjamin Mazar, “The Tobiads,” IEJ 7 (1957): 137–45, 229–38; Chang-Ho C. Ji, “A 

New Look at the Tobiads in ‘Iraq al-Amir,” LASBF 48 (1998): 429–32. Although Mazar’s 
detailed genealogical table (“Tobiads,” 235) is overconfident, it is likely that a genealogical 
relation of some sort must have existed between the various Tobiahs in ancient sources, 
including Nehemiah – e.g. 2:10, where his function as a Persian official (ָהֵעֵבד) over the 
Ammonite region is pejoratively turned into ׇהַעֹּמִני ָהֵעֵבד ; cf. Joseph Blenkinsopp, Ezra–Ne-
hemiah: A Commentary, OTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1988), 218 –, the 
Lachish letters (“Tobiah, the servant of the king”), the Zenon papyri (referring, for instance, 
to “the territory of Tobiah;” P.Lond. 7 1930, 175), and Josephus, Ant. 12.129–236. It is dis-
puted whether Josephus’s Tobiah is identical with the Tobiah of the Zenon papyri; see for 
discussion Daniel R. Schwartz, “Josephus’ Tobiads: Back to the Second Century?,” in Jews 
in a Graeco-Roman World, ed. Martin Goodman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 
47–61; Gideon Fuks, “Josephus’ Tobiads Again: A Cautionary Note,” JJS 52 (2001): 354–
56; Daniel R. Schwartz, “Once Again on Tobiad Chronology: Should We Let a Stated Anom-
aly be Anomalous? A Response to Gideon Fuks,” JJS 53 (2002): 146–51. See on the Tobiad 
fortress at ‘Araq el-Amir, C.C. McCown, “The ‘Araq el-Emir and the Tobiads,” BA 20 
(1957): 63–76, and Ji, “New Look,” 419–26. See on the date of the famous Tobiah-inscrip-
tion Jan Dušek, Aramaic and Hebrew Inscriptions from Mt. Gerizim and Samaria between 
Antiochus III and Antiochus IV Epiphanes (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 133–37. 

79 Lester Grabbe, Yehud: A History of the Persian Province of Judah, vol. 1 of A History 
of the Jews and Judaism in the Second Temple Period (London: T&T Clark, 2004), 298; 
Mazar, “Tobiads,” 144–45. 
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during the time of Nehemiah (Neh 6:17–19; 13:7) and in the Ptolemaic period 
(Josephus, Ant. 12.160–164).80 Michael Avi-Yonah indicates that it is not un-
likely that in the aftermath of the Babylonian invasion and under the protection 
of the Tobiads, Judeans “began to settle beyond the Jordan under the protection 
of the Tobiad family,” especially in “the western parts of the province, i.e., the 
Jordan Valley and the mountain slopes adjoining it.”81 That Perea had a sizable 
Jewish population in the Maccabean Period and beyond is suggested by a letter 
from the Jews in Gilead, in which they refer to οἱ ἀδελφοὶ ἡμῶν οἱ ὄντες ἐν 
τοῖς Τουβίου (1 Macc 5:13; cf. 2 Macc 12:7),82 and by the fact that after the 
death of Hyrcanus, the last surviving member of the Tobiad family (Josephus, 
Ant. 12.236), the Tobiad territory was not included in the eparchy of Galaaditis 
(Gilead), like the other Transjordan districts, but was attached to the eparchy 
of Samaria (which at the time included Judea and Galilee).83 Similarly, after 
Pompey’s conquest of Jerusalem, Perea, despite being surrounded by Decapo-
lis cities which became indepent (Pella, Gerasa, Philadelphia), was made one 
of the five Jewish districts, apparently because of its “dense Jewish popula-
tion.”84 It is not surprising, then, that in the Jewish War of 66–70 CE, Pereans 
sided with Judeans against the Romans (cf. Josephus, War 2.43–44; 4.201; 
4.450), in contrast to the population of the nearby Decapolis cities. The Mish-
nah, finally, includes Perea in Jewish territory (Šeb. 9:2–3; Ketub. 13:10; B. 
Bat. 3:2). 

It follows that anyone who in the first century crossed the Jordan at either 
of its two most important fords, did not cross an ethnic or cultural boundary. 

                                                            
80 Cf. Mazar, “Tobiads,” 138. 
81 Avi-Yonah, Holy Land, 27. This still holds if one follows Hans Barstad’s claim that 

“exilic” Judah was not an empty land and that after a short interruption normal life basically 
continued – Hans M. Barstad, The Myth of the Empty Land: A Study in the History and 
Archaeology of Judah During the “Exilic” Period, SO.S 28 (Oslo: Scandinavian University 
Press, 1996), contra Avraham Faust, Judah in the Neo-Babylonian Period: The Archaeology 
of Desolation, SBLABS 18 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2012) –, for even in 
Barstad’s view, there must have been Jewish refugees, searching for new places to live; cf. 
Hans M. Barstad, “After the ‘Myth of the Empty Land’: Major Challenges in the Study of 
Neo-Babylonian Judah,” in Judah and the Judeans in the Neo-Babylonian Period, ed. Oded 
Lipschits and Joseph Blenkinsopp (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2003), 8. 

82 See for ἐν τοῖς Τουβίου as a reference to the Tobiads, Jonathan A. Goldstein, I Macca-
bees: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 41 (Garden City: Double-
day, 1976), 298–99. Contra P.F.-M. Abel, Les livres des Maccabées (Paris: Lecoffre, 1949), 
93, who – following the Vulgate – interprets the phrase as a reference to the Tob (טוֹב) of 
Judg 11:3–5.  

83 Avi-Yonah, Holy Land, 48–50, cf. 57. 
84 “The Romans greatly reduced the territory of the Hasmonean state, only the regions 

with a dense Jewish population being left to it”; Baruch Kanael, “The Partition of Judea by 
Gabinius,” IEJ 7 (1957): 98. 
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The ford between Sythopolis and Pella led the traveller from one typical De-
capolis city to another, whereas in the south the ford between Jericho and 
Livias connected two areas with a predominantly Jewish population. If a clear 
distinction existed at all between areas with a predominantly Jewish outlook 
and areas or cities where pagan culture was at least officially promoted – but 
note that more often than not Jewish and Hellenistic culture appear in an almost 
intertwined way, at least to a certain extent85 – the dividing line was not the 
river Jordan, but rather the mountain-ranges surrounding the Beth She’an Val-
ley in the northern part of the valley, and east of Perea in its southern part (see 
figure 1). 

First Maccabees 

In First Maccabees the river Jordan features most prominently as a geograph-
ical setting in the encounter between Jonathan and Bacchides (9:42–49).86 Af-
ter his raid against the Jambrites, Jonathan and his men “stayed in the marsh of 
the Jordan” (ἀπέστρεψαν εἰς τὸ ἕλος τοῦ Ἰορδάνου; 9:42b) en this is where 
Bacchides appears next Sabbath. After a brief and inconclusive skirmish, Jon-
athan and his men jump into the river Jordan and swim to the other side, where 
they are safe, since the Syrian army does not follow them. The story concludes 
with a remark that 1,000 of Bacchides’s men were killed in the fight, thereby 
giving the impression of a Maccabean victory.87 This impression is further en-
hanced by the measures Bacchides takes immediately after the battle: the for-
tification of the cities of Judea (9:50–52). 

The story in question contains many allusions to Old Testament characters. 
This is consistent with the way the Maccabean heroes are depicted elsewhere 
in the book, namely as the heirs of the heroes of the ancestral tradition.88 First 

                                                            
85 Martin Hengel, Judentum und Hellenismus: Studien zu ihrer Begegnung unter be-

sonderer Berücksichtigung Palästinas bis zur Mitte des 2. Jh.s v. Chr., 3rd ed., WUNT 10 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1988). 

86 See for the text of 1 Maccabees Werner Kappler (ed.), Maccabaeorum Liber I, vol. 
IX/1 of Septuaginta: Vetus Testamentum Graecum, Auctoritate Academiae Litterarum 
Gottingensis editum, 3rd ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1990). 

87 See John R. Bartlett, The First and Second Books of the Maccabees, CBC (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1973), 122: “Jonathan was clearly defeated, but the signs of 
this are carefully glossed over”; Daniel Harrington, First and Second Maccabees, NCBC 
(Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2012), 59: “While 9:49 gives the impression that the battle 
was a victory for Jonathan, it was more likely a defeat, as what follows in 9:50–57 indicates.” 

88 See esp. 1 Macc 2:49–70. Arie van der Kooij, “The Claim of Maccabean Leadership 
and the Use of Scripture,” in Jewish Identity and Politics between the Maccabees and Bar 
Kokhba: Groups, Normativity, and Rituals, ed. Benedikt Eckhardt, JSJSup 155 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2012), 29–49, emphasizes the importance of Phinehas and David traditions. As may 
be clear from the discussion below, I disagree with his conclusion that “[i]t is interesting to 
note that the way Judas and Simon are described differs from the picture given of Jonathan, 



54  Chapter 2: The Jordan Valley in History and Narrative 

of all, Jonathan’s flight to Tekoa and his attempt to put his belongings under 
custody of the Nabateans, reminds one of David’s retreat to the area (1 Sam 
21–29),89 placing his wives and children under the custody of the Moabites.90 
Even more obvious is the parallel with Joshua’s crossing of the Jordan river. 
The opening words of Jonathan’s speech at the banks of the Jordan echo the 
opening of Joshua’s speech at the same location (Josh 3:4).91 Furthermore, the 
sequence of narrated events – in contrast to the historical course of events92 – 
suggests that Jonathan and his men crossed the Jordan westwards:93 “For 
Hasmonean propaganda it was important that Jonathan should cross the Jordan 
westward (like Joshua), not flee eastward out of the Promised Land.”94 The 
impression of the Joshuanic era is enhanced even further by the anachronistic 
reference to Canaan, just a few verses prior to the battle scene (9:37), and Bac-
chides’s fortification of the cities of Juda (9:50), reminding attentive readers 
of similar actions by the Canaanites at the time of the Israelite conquest of 
Canaan.95 It is probably no coincidence that Jericho is mentioned first in the 
list of Judean cities fortified by Bacchides. 

                                                            
as the latter does not display any ‘biblical’ (scriptural) references and elements that mark 
the presentation of both Judas and Simon” (Van der Kooij, “Claim,” 45; my italics). 

89 Bartlett, Maccabees, 120; Goldstein, I Maccabees, 10; W. Dommershausen, 1 Mak-
kabäer, 2 Makkabäer, 2nd ed., NEB (Würzburg: Echter, 1995), 65. Harrington, First and 
Second Maccabees, 58, notes that Tekoa had been “a place of refuge for Saul’s son Jonathan 
(see 2 Sam 14:1–17; 2 Chr 20:20).” 

90 Bartlett, Maccabees, 120. 
91 Jonathan’s speech: οὐ γάρ ἐστι σήμερον ὡς ἐχθὲς καὶ τρίτην ἡμέραν. Joshua’s speech 

(Josh 3:4): ִׁשְלׁשוֹם ִמְּתמוֹל ַּבֶּדֶרְך ֲעַבְרֶּתם לֹא ִּכי ; LXX: οὐ γάρ πεπόρευσθε τὴν ὁδὸν ἀπ’ ἐχθὲς καὶ 
τρίτης ἡμέρας. 

92 Goldstein, I Maccabees, 381, plausibly argues that the author deliberately changed the 
scene (see also Harrington, First and Second Maccabees, 59). Josephus’s account is confus-
ing in that on the one hand he has Bacchides crossing to Transjordan (retaining the glosse of 
1 Macc 9:34), on the other he has Jonathan swimming eastwards (Josephus, Ant. 13.14). 
However, the direction of Jonathan’s flight may have been chosen for the sake of the narra-
tive sequence, setting the stage for Jonathan’s attack on the Jambrites, which is transferred 
by Josephus until after the battle with Bacchides (Josephus, Ant. 13.18–21). 

93 Readers of a text including v. 34, like Josephus (see Ant. 13.10), will find confirmation 
of this in the text. However, presumably versions without v. 34 circulated as well, since the 
verse is probably a glosse; see H. Bruppacher, “Textkritisches zu I Macc.,” ZAW 8 (1931): 
149–50, followed by Klaus-Dietrich Schunck, 1. Makkabäerbuch, JSHRZ 1/4 (Gütersloh: 
Mohn, 1980), 335; Goldstein, I Maccabees, 380–382 (emphasizing narratival incon-
sistency); Dommershausen, 1 Makkabäer, 65; Stephanie von Dobbeler, Die Bücher 1/2 Mak-
kabäer, NSKAT 11 (Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1997), 104. Abel, Les Livres des 
Maccabées, 167 n. 34, Bartlett, Maccabees, 122, and Harrington, First and Second Macca-
bees, 58, judge the verse to be out of place and a reduplication of v. 43. 

94 Goldstein, I Maccabees, 381. 
95 Goldstein, I Maccabees, 381, finds a thematic parallel in Josh 5:1; 6:1. However, strik-

ing verbal coherence with Deut 3:5 (the cities of Bashan, one of the first regions conquered 
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In my view the passage alludes to the crossing of the Red Sea under Moses 
as well, though this is not usually noticed in the commentaries. Jonathan’s 
speech sketches his men to be trapped from all sides,96 with no other option 
than crying out to heaven for help (1 Macc 9:44b–46). This is strikingly similar 
to some early Jewish retellings of the crossing of the Red Sea (LAB 10.2; Jo-
sephus, Ant. 2.324–325, 333). That Bacchides’s army did not cross the Jordan 
whereas Jonathan and his men safely reached the other bank, contributes to the 
parallel even further. The significance of this allusion is that it identifies Judas 
emphatically as the rightful successor of Judas, since both brothers allude to 
the same event from Israel’s past (cf. 4:9).97 

On two other occasions in 1 Maccabees the river Jordan is crossed, both 
times in the account of the campaigns of Judas and his brothers outside Judea 
(1 Macc 5:24, 52). The crossing of the Jordan in 5:24 serves to change the 
scene from Simon’s actions in Galilee to Judas’s and Jonathan’s encounter with 
the Nabateans and their campaign in the eastern Jordan Valley. In a similar 
way the crossing of the Jordan near Bet Shean in 5:52 serves to mark the end 
of the campaign. However, this crossing of the Jordan in western direction does 
not yet mark the homecoming of Judas and his army: verse 53 shows that it is 
not before they reach Judea that they are home. The river, therefore, does not 
mark the boundary between Jewish and non-Jewish territory. No more is in-
tended than just a transition to another geographical setting.98 

It follows, by way of conclusion, that in First Maccabees on one occasion 
the geographical setting of the Jordan is thematised99 and alludes to Old Testa-
ment episodes in support of the passage’s rhetorical function. At other times, 
however, there is no indication at all that the river is more than just a geograph-
ical setting which remains in the background, without any further significance. 

                                                            
by the Israelites) suggests that this verse may have been closer to the author’s mind. Compare 
1 Macc 9:50 καὶ ᾠκοδόμησε πόλεις ὀχυρὰς … ἐν τείχεσιν ὑψηλοῖς καὶ πύλαις καὶ μοχλοῖς 
to Deut 3:5 LXX: πᾶσαι πόλεις ὀχυραί, τείχη ὑψηλά, πύλαι καὶ μοχλοί. 

96 Kappler and Rahlfs punctuate: ὁ πόλεμος ἐξ ἐναντίας [ἡμῶν] καὶ ἐξόπισθεν ἡμῶν, τὸ 
δὲ ὕδωρ τοῦ ᾿Ιορδάνου ἔνθεν καὶ ἔνθεν καὶ ἕλος καὶ δρυμός (cf. Schunck, 1. Makkabäer-
buch, 336; Dommershausen, 1 Makkabäer, 66), which has the advantage of taking δέ as the 
second word of the clause. However, δέ can appear at a different position (BDR §475) and 
logically it makes more sense to read ὁ πόλεμος ἐξ ἐναντίας [ἡμῶν], καὶ ἐξόπισθεν ἡμῶν τὸ 
δὲ ὕδωρ τοῦ ᾿Ιορδάνου, ἔνθεν καὶ ἔνθεν καὶ ἕλος καὶ δρυμός (cf. Bartlett, Maccabees, 121; 
Goldstein, I Maccabees, 378; Harrington, First and Second Maccabees, 58). Josephus’s par-
aphrase also follows this interpretation (Ant. 13.13). 

97 This interpretation thus heightens the (commonly observed) more general similarity to 
Mattathias’s regulations (2:39–41) and Judas’s exhortations (3:18–22; 4:8–11). 

98 The insignificance of the crossing itself in the context of the story is illustrated by the 
fact that none of the leading commentaries attaches any significance to it, despite echoes of 
biblical themes in the surrounding verses (cf. Goldstein, I Maccabees, 304; Dommershausen, 
1 Makkabäer, 42). 

99 See chapter 1 on the concept of thematised space. 
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Theudas 

Josephus narrates the story of a certain prophetic figure named Theudas, whom 
around 45 CE led many followers to the Jordan, where he expected the river to 
part, so that they could cross it on dry ground (Ant. 20.97–98). Many scholars 
have interpreted the story as an allusion to either the story of Joshua leading 
the Israelites into the promised land, or Moses leading the Israelites through 
the Red Sea, or both.100 I believe this interpretation to be correct, even though 
the allusion could only be heard by those readers of Josephus who were famil-
iar with the biblical stories themselves, since Josephus’s own retelling of Mo-
ses’s crossing of the Red Sea and Joshua’s crossing of the Jordan does not 
include miraculous events, but emphatically leaves open the possibility of a 
natural explanation (Ant. 2.338–339; Ant. 5.18).101 In Josephus’s story of 
Theudas, the geographical setting at the river Jordan thus draws on the reader’s 
knowledge of the exodus and/or conquest events, as part of reader’s encyclo-
paedia,102 in order to explain what Theudas was doing. 

In chapter 8 below, Theudas will be discussed in relation to other prophetic 
figures in the work of Josephus. At this point, however, it should be observed 
that Theudas is the only prophetic figure mentioned by Josephus whose actions 
are related to the Jordan river. It seems, then, that as far as the Jordan is con-
cerned, Crossan’s oft-quoted statement in interpreting John the Baptist (“De-
sert and Jordan, prophet and crowds, were always a volatile mix calling for 
immediate preventive strikes”103), is based on this Theudas passage only. That 
such a general claim about the Jordan area is based on just one example raises 
significant doubt concerning its validity. 

Alexander Janneus and Ptolemy Lathyrus 

In Ant. 13.338–344 Josephus relates the story of the battle between Alexander 
Janneus and Ptolemy Lathyrus, which is set near Asophon, on the eastern bank 
of the Jordan river. Whether or not Josephus’s account of the circumstances 

                                                            
100 Paul W. Barnett, “The Jewish Sign Prophets – A.D. 40–70: Their Intentions and 

Origin,” NTS 27 (1981): 681; Otto Betz, “Miracles in the Writings of Flavius Josephus,” in 
Josephus, Judaism, and Christianity, ed. Louis H. Feldman and Gohei Hata (Detroit: Wayne 
State University Press, 1987), 228; Rebecca Gray, Prophetic Figures in Late Second Temple 
Jewish Palestine: The Evidence from Josephus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 
115; Richard A. Horsley and John S. Hanson, Bandits, Prophets and Messiahs: Popular 
Movements in the Time of Jesus, 2nd ed. (Harrisburg: Trinity, 1999), 166–67. 

101 Cf. Louis H. Feldman, Josephus’s Interpretation of the Bible (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1998), 430: “The miracle itself (…) is presented dramatically, but in natu-
ralistic rather than supernatural terms” (cf. 455 with respect to Joshua’s crossing of the Jor-
dan). 

102 See chapter 1 above. 
103 See the opening lines of section D for full quotation and references. 
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leading up to the battle corresponds with the historical realities and the com-
plexities of Ptolemaic politics,104 need not concern us here; what matters is the 
role of the geographical setting in Josephus’s retelling of the story. 

The battle in question is the conclusion of a chain of events with respect to 
Janneus’s inference in the power-struggle between Ptolemy Lathyrus and his 
mother Cleopatra III, and thus did not come unexpectedly. Alexander Janneus 
took position on the eastern bank of the river, near the town of Asophon,105 
where he let Ptolemy cross the river, planning to trap him between the Jordan 
and his own army. It turned out, however, that Janneus underestimated the 
force of Ptolemy’s army and he was severely defeated by Ptolemy’s troops. 

In describing the geographical setting of the battle, Josephus twice high-
lights its proximity to the Jordan: the armies met “close to the Jordan river” 
(πρὸς τῷ Ἰορδάνῃ ποταμῷ), near Asophon, “not far from the Jordan river” (οὐ 
πόρρωθεν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου ποταμοῦ). The emphasis on the proximity to the Jor-
dan is significant, because the river plays an important role in the strategy em-
ployed. There is, however, no indication at all that any allusion to events from 
Israel’s past is intended. 

Between Bethennabris and Jericho 

In his Jewish War, Josephus locates Placidus’s battle against the defeated de-
fenders of Bethennabris at the (eastern) bank of the Jordan river (War 4.433–
436). The story is set in the aftermath of Vespasian’s campaign to Gadara (68 
CE). Even before Vespasian reached the city, the leaders of Gadara secretly 
offered capitulation and on his arrival they welcomed him into the city. The 
anti-Roman Jews in Gadara, being in the minority, fled to Bethennabris, about 
20 kilometers South of Gadara, determined to defend the town against the Ro-
man army with the help of the local population. Thereupon Vespasian sent his 
tribune Placidus southwards. It did not take long for Placidus to conquer 

                                                            
104 On the basis of Egyptian records, Kenneth Atkinson suggests that Josephus “has 

greatly simplified the events of this conflict to enhance Jananeus’ [sic!] role.”; Kenneth At-
kinson, “The Historical Chronology of the Hasmonean Period in the War and Antiquities of 
Flavius Josephus: Separating Fact from Fiction,” in Flavius Josephus: Interpretation and 
History, ed. Jack Pastor, Pnina Stern, and Menahem Mor, JSJSup 146 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 
7–27, esp. 14–17 (here 14). According to Alessandro Galimberti, Josephus’s version of the 
story is dependent on Strabo, see Alessandro Galimberti, “Josephus and Strabo: The Reasons 
for a Choice,” in Making History: Josephus and Historical Method, ed. Zuleika Rodgers, 
JSJSup 110 (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 161–62. 

105 The precise identification of Asophon is disputed. The three sites that have been pro-
posed – Tell es-Sa‘idiye, Tell el-Qos, and khirbet Beweib – are, however, all located close 
to each other, in the area between Wadi Kufrinje and Wadi Rajeb. See for discussion Nelson 
Glueck, “Three Israelite Towns in the Jordan Valley: Zarethan, Succoth, Zaphon,” BASOR 
90 (1943): 2–23; Floyd V. Filson, “Where Was Asophon?” BASOR 91 (1943): 27–28; Nel-
son Glueck, “On the Site of Asophon in the Jordan Valley,” BASOR 92 (1943), 26–27. 
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Bethennabris, to slaughter anyone caught in the city and to set the city to fire. 
Those who managed to escape, fled eastwards to Jericho, hoping to find a place 
of refuge there. This sets the stage for the following events: 

Relying on his horses and his earlier successes, Placidus pursued them, and as far as 
the Jordan he killed those he seized continuously. Having driven the whole multitude 
towards the river, where they were shut in by the stream which was unfordable since 
it was swollen by the heavy rains, he drew up (his troops) in battle line opposite of 
them. Necessity urged them to the battle, since flight was impossible, and after they 
stretched out themselves in line on the river banks as far as possible, they received the 
arrows and the charges of the horses, which wounded many of them and threw them 
in the stream. Fifteen thousand were killed by the Romans, while an infinite crowd 
suffered violence by willingly jumping into the Jordan. About two thousand two hun-
dred were taken captive, and very numerous donkeys, sheep, camels and cattle were 
taken as booty. (Josephus, War 4.433–436, my translation) 

The refugees’s flight from Bethennabris (nowadays known as Tell Nimrin)106 
in the direction of Jericho (War 4.431–432), presumably following Wadi Nim-
rin (see figure 1), implies that the battle was fought on the eastern bank of the 
Jordan, opposite of Jericho, in other words, the same geographical setting as in 
the stories of Joshua’s crossing of the Jordan and of Elijah’s ascension. Yet, no 
allusions are made to either of these events107 or, in fact, to any other story from 
Israel’s history. The corresponding geographical setting is, then, no more than 
a coincidence and there is no indication at all of any resonance of stories from 
Israel’s past. 

Conclusion 

In this section I have shown that there is no warrant for the idea that in the first 
centure CE, the Jordan was perceived of as a border, the crossing of which 
made one enter or leave Jewish territory. That is, in daily life, the Jordan did 
not function as the boundary of the promised land. In narratival accounts the 
geographical setting of the Jordan does sometimes allude to events related to 
Israel’s exodus-conquest traditions, as is shown by the examples of Bac-
chides’s battle against Jonathan (1 Macc 9:42–49) and the actions of Theudas 
(Josephus, Ant. 20.97–98). However, the fact that both in First Maccabees and 

                                                            
106 Nelson Glueck, “Some Biblical Sites in the Jordan Valley,” HUCA 23 (1950–1951): 

117–19; James W. Flanagan and David W. McCreery, “Nimrin, Tell,” in The Oxford Ency-
clopedia of Archaeology in the Near East, ed. Eric M. Meyers (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1997), 4:140–41. 

107 There is insufficient basis for interpreting the high water level of the Jordan as an 
allusion to Josh 3:15b, since the phenomenon was very common (Schattner, Lower Jordan 
Valley, 33–34), and there is not thematic or verbal correspondence. Josephus comments 
about the stream (τό ῥεῦμα): τραφὲν γὰρ ὑπ’ ὄμβρων ἄβατον ἦν, while Josh 3:15b (LXX) 
reads: ὁ δὲ Ἰορδάνης ἐπλήρου καθ’ ὅλην τὴν κρηπῖδα αὐτοῦ ὡσεὶ ἡμέραι θερισμοῦ πυρῶν, 
which closely corresponds to the Hebrew. 
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in Josephus the geographical setting of the Jordan also appears in stories that 
in no way refer or allude to events or wordings related to such traditions, shows 
that this is not inevitably so. Crossan’s oft-quoted claim that “Desert and Jor-
dan, prophet and crowds, were always a volatile mix calling for immediate 
preventive strikes”108 can only be qualified as an overgeneralisation. It follows 
that in the following chapters, we will have to decide from case to case whether 
or not the geographical setting of the Jordan alludes to exodus-conquest tradi-
tions, any other Old Testament episode, or neither of these. 

E. Conclusion 
E. Conclusion 

In this chapter I have discussed the extratextual knowledge (the “encyclopae-
dia”) the model reader potentially brings to the text from the real world and 
from Old Testament traditions in interpreting the geographical setting of the 
Jordan area. I have thereby provided a framework for discussing the actual en-
cyclopaedia of the model reader of particular narratives in the following chap-
ters. 

The Jordan Valley as first century readers may have known it by experience 
or from hearsay is a deep, straight, narrow depression with a relatively flat 
valley floor (the ghor) and a secondary, lush green valley through which the 
Jordan river meanders (the zor). The ghor is a hot and semi-arid area, especially 
in the Southern Jordan Valley. The zor is a wetland-area, characterised by ex-
cessive vegetation, providing shelter for wild animals. Despite the river’s steep 
gradient, it did not take much effort to cross the river (except for the winter 
months), since the river’s meandering feature resulted in many natural fords, 
some of which will have been used intensively by locals, merchants, and other 
travellers. Climate in the Jordan Valley was hot and arid, but somewhat less so 
than today. Contrary to the assumption voiced in some works on John the Bap-
tist, archaeological surveys have revealed that in the early Roman Period the 
valley counted many settlements and even some major cities, profiting from 
rich agricultural and commercial opportunities. 

The model reader’s encyclopaedia potentially also contains knowledge of 
Old Testament traditions with respect to the Jordan area, which may be alluded 
to in the narratives about John the Baptist. In the Old Testament the Jordan 
Valley appears as a place of judgement (in the story of Sodom), as the border 
of the promised land (in the conquest traditions), as a place of divine provi-
dence and purification (in the Elijah-Elisha stories), and as a place of eschato-
logical restoration (in Ezekiel’s vision). In discussing possible backgrounds 
against which to interpret the geographical setting of John the Baptist, the focus 
should not be limited to conquest traditions only, since there is no warrant for 
                                                            

108 Crossan, Historical Jesus, 235 (see above). 
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the idea that the Jordan area inevitably evoked associations with these tradi-
tions. In the early Roman period Decapolis cities could be found on either side 
of the Jordan, as well as typical Jewish territories. Moreover, although some 
narratives do in fact allude to traditions related to entrance into the promised 
land, others do not. In the following chapters, therefore, the significance of any 
reference to the Jordan and its valley in a given narrative will be judged on its 
own merits, lest not to jump to conclusions on the basis of unwarranted gener-
alisations.



     

Chapter 3 

John’s Geographical Setting in Mark 

The Gospel of Mark is the good news about Jesus Christ (1:1).1 The first char-
acter to enter the stage, however, is not Jesus, but John the Baptist. He is bap-
tizing in the wilderness (1:4–8), where he remains until he is handed over 
(1:14). John remains in prison (we do hear, though, of his disciples, 2:18–22) 
until Herod’s birthday party at which he is executed (6:14–29). Afterwards, the 
Baptist is referred to in one of Jesus’s conversations with his disciples (9:11–
13) and in one of his confrontations with the Judean leaders (11:27–33). 

In two of the episodes just mentioned the Baptist is given a geographical 
setting. John baptizes in the wilderness, in the River Jordan (1:4–8). Why here? 
Mark suggests that John is executed in Galilee (6:14–29). Why here? These 
questions have often been pursued from a historical point of view. My aim, 
however, is to answer these questions from the perspective of Mark’s narrative. 
In other words, what do these spatial settings communicate to the model reader2 
of Mark’s Gospel? 

According to Sabine Buchholz and Manfred Jahn, “[a]t its most basic level, 
narrative space is the environment in which story-internal characters move 
about and live.”3 This definition illustrates the close relation between narrative 
space and characters. Therefore, before discussing the geographical settings in 

                                                            
1 Eugene Boring argues that 1:1 is best taken as the title to Mark’s narrative as a whole, 

see M. Eugene Boring, “Mark 1:1–15 and the Beginning of the Gospel,” Semeia 52 (1990): 
43–81. According to Peter M. Head, “A Text-Critical Study of Mark 1.1 ‘The Beginning of 
the Gospel of Jesus Christ,’” NTS 37 (1991): 621–29, υἱοῦ θεοῦ (absent from א* Θ 28 and 
Origen) is a later addition. This position is followed by, for instance, Adela Yarbro Collins, 
Mark: A Commentary, Hermeneia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 2007), 130. See for a defence of 
the inclusion of υἱοῦ θεοῦ in Mark’s text Tommy Wasserman, “The ‘Son of God’ was in the 
Beginning (Mark 1:1),” JTS 62 (2011): 20–50. Similarly, R.T. France, The Gospel of Mark: 
A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 49; M. Eugene 
Boring, Mark: A Commentary, NTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2006), 30. For our 
purpose, the issue can be left undecided. 

2 See chapter 1 for discussion of Umberto Eco’s concept of the “model reader.” 
3 Sabine Buchholz and Manfred Jahn, “Space in Narrative,” in Routledge Encyclopedia 

of Narrative Theory, ed. David Herman, Manfred Jahn, and Marie-Laure Ryan (London: 
Routledge, 2005), 552, followed by Marie-Laure Ryan, “Space,” in Handbook of Narratol-
ogy, ed. Peter Hühn et al., Narratologia 19 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2009), 421. See for discussion 
chapter 1 above. 
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the episodes referred to above, I will focus on the characterization of the Bap-
tist in Mark. 

A. John in the Gospel of Mark 
A. John in the Gospel of Mark 

The question how Mark portrays the figure of John the Baptist was already 
briefly discussed in the early form-critical studies by Martin Dibelius and Ernst 
Lohmeyer.4 Both saw Mark’s John as a prophet who fulfilled the Old Testa-
ment prophecies and who announced the coming of Jesus. They emphasize 
(Lohmeyer even more so than Dibelius) that throughout Mark’s Gospel, John’s 
role at all times remains subordinate to that of Jesus: the Markan Baptist is a 
herald and a precursor. 

The rise of redaction criticism gave a new impetus to the study of the Mar-
kan Baptist. The redaction-critical emphasis on how and why Mark composed 
his Gospel the way he did, provided much insight in the role of John the Baptist 
in Mark.5 It thus provides a good starting point for studying the character of 
John the Baptist in Mark’s narrative. 

Redaction-critical study of John the Baptist in Mark begins with the pio-
neering work of Willi Marxsen.6 Marxsen held that Mark’s picture of Jesus 
provided the key for his portrayal of the Baptist.7 The role of the Baptist in 

                                                            
4 Martin Dibelius, Die urchristliche Überlieferung von Johannes dem Täufer, FRLANT 

15 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1911), esp. 46–49; Ernst Lohmeyer, Johannes der 
Täufer, vol. 1 of Das Urchristentum (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1932), 13–14, 
16. Although Dibelius and Lohmeyer discuss Mark’s portrayal of John the Baptist together 
with that of Matthew and Luke, they note that each of the synoptics portrays the Baptist 
differently. In the work of Maurice Goguel this distinction is not so apparent, resulting in a 
conflated, synoptic picture of John; Maurice Goguel, Au seuil de l’évangile: Jean-Baptiste 
(Paris: Payot, 1928), 34–75. 

5 See for redaction criticism in relation to the composition of a work, Norman Perrin, 
What is Redaction Criticism? (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1969), 65–67. It should be noted, 
though, that in many of the studies referred to below, the results of redaction-critical inves-
tigation are used for historical reconstruction, either of earliest Christianity and the polemics 
with John’s disciples therein, or the quest for the historical John, or both (see chapter 1 
above). See on these uses of redaction criticism (focusing not on the historical John but on 
the historical Jesus) Perrin, What is Redaction Criticism?, 65–74, and John R. Donahue, 
“Redaction Criticism: Has the Hauptstrasse Become a Sackgasse?,” in The New Literary 
Criticism and the New Testament, ed. Elizabeth Struthers Malbon and Edgar V. McKnight, 
JSNTSup 109 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1994), 27–57. 

6 Willi Marxsen, Der Evangelist Markus: Studien zur Redaktionsgeschichte des Evange-
liums (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1956), 17–32. 

7 E.g. Marxsen, Evangelist, 19: “So wie das ‘Leben Jesu’, d.h. die Tradition vor der Pas-
sionsgeschichte, vom Kreuz her gelesen werden muß, so muß man die Täufergeschichte von 
Jesus her lesen.” 
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Mark is, therefore, entirely christological and is best understood from the open-
ing passage of the Gospel, which Marxsen regarded as a Markan composition. 
According to Marxsen, Mark emphasizes John’s role as precursor by creating 
many parallels between John and Jesus: “Bei beiden spielt die Wüste eine ent-
scheidende Rolle (14 vgl. 112). Die Taufe des Johannes ist bereits eine Taufe 
zur Sündenvergebung (14). Beide verkündigen (17). Von beiden gilt in entspre-
chender Weise, daß sie ‘übergeben’ werden.”8 These parallels suggest that on 
the one hand Jesus’s ministry begins in the ministry of John,9 while on the other 
John belongs to the Vorgeschichte of Jesus, for the latter’s ministry begins only 
when the former is handed over (1:14).10 

Whereas Marxsen’s focus is exclusively on the opening passage of the Gos-
pel of Mark, for Walter Wink Mark 9:9–13 provides the key to understanding 
John’s role in Mark’s Gospel.11 Here, John is identified as a suffering Elijah, 
even though the identification is made in a confusing, hidden way that fits 
Mark’s concept of the “messianic secret.”12 As the Elijah who must come first 
(9:11), John’s role is entirely eschatological, announcing the Messiah and mes-
sianic baptism (1:7–8), even though John himself does not fully belong to the 
time of fulfilment.13 John’s role as the suffering Elijah is also the rationale be-
hind the long account of the Baptist’s death, which depicts John as a suffering 
martyr (6:14–29).14 Thus, John “prepares the way for the fate of Jesus, and 
serves as an example to the persecuted Christians in Rome.”15 

In later redaction-critical studies, the findings of Marxsen and Wink are con-
firmed and combined: Mark provides a Christian interpretation of the Baptist, 
who as the returned Elijah (cf. Wink) is the precursor of Jesus (cf. Marxsen) 
and appears “between the times.”16 To this palette, some nuances are added: 

                                                            
8 Marxsen, Evangelist, 25. 
9 Marxsen, Evangelist, 25: “So beginnt schon in der Tätigkeit des Täufers die Tätigkeit 

Jesu.” 
10 Marxsen, Evangelist, 23. 
11 Walter Wink, John the Baptist in the Gospel Tradition, SNTSMS 7 (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 1968), 3–4: “Mark’s purpose is therefore clarified on the basis of 
9:11. John is ‘the beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ’ because Elijah must ‘come 
first to restore all things’. Therefore not what he says or does matters so much as what he is” 
(emphasis original). 

12 Wink, John the Baptist, 13–17. 
13 Wink, John the Baptist, 6. 
14 Wink, John the Baptist, 8–13. 
15 Wink, John the Baptist, 18. 
16 Petrus Vassiliadis, “The Function of John the Baptist in Q and Mark,” Θεολογία 46 

(1975): 405–13; Christian Wolff, “Zur Bedeutung Johannes des Täufers im Markusevange-
lium,” TLZ 102 (1977): 857–65; Josef Ernst, Johannes der Täufer: Interpretation – Ge-
schichte – Wirkungsgeschichte, BZNW 53 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1989), 4–38; Robert L. 
Webb, John the Baptizer and Prophet: A Socio-Historical Study, JSNTSup 62 (Sheffield: 
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Wolff observes many parallels between the passion stories of John and Jesus 
in Mark,17 Ernst and Webb refer to John’s prophetic role in Mark,18 Lupieri, 
Stegemann, and Müller emphasize John’s high status in Mark’s Gospel, even 
though he always remains inferior to Jesus,19 and Bammel, Ernst, and 
Stegemann find traces of polemic against John’s disciples.20 

In narrative studies on Mark, the characterization of John the Baptist as fore-
runner (emphasized by parallel descriptions) and Elijah who nevertheless re-
mains subordinate to Jesus is confirmed and integrated. The focus, however, is 
not so much on the thematic or theological aspects of these findings (as in re-
daction criticism), but on how the characterization of John the Baptist develops 
in the course of Mark’s narrative.21 

With regard to the characterization of Mark’s Baptist, Joel Williams ob-
served that the (reliable) narrator identifies John as righteous and holy (6:20).22 
We may add to this that by introducing the Baptist as the fulfilment of Old 
Testament prophecy (1:4), John is identified as a reliable character from the 
outset, urging the reader to believe his words and to hold him in high regard. 
Most characters in Mark are either enemies or followers of Jesus, but Elizabeth 

                                                            
Sheffield Academic, 1991), 51–55; Edmondo F. Lupieri, “John the Baptist in New Testa-
ment Traditions and History,” ANRW 26.1:432–42; Hartmut Stegemann, “Erwägungen zur 
Bedeutung des Täufers Johannes im Markusevangelium,” in Das Ende der Tage und die 
Gegenwart des Heils: Begegnungen mit dem Neuen Testament und seiner Umwelt. Fest-
schrift für Heinz-Wolfgang Kuhn zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Michael Becker and Wolfgang 
Fenske, AGJU 44 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 101–16; Ulrich B. Müller, Johannes der Täufer: 
Jüdischer Prophet und Wegbereiter Jesu, BG 6 (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 
2002), 112–23. Ernst Bammel discusses John’s role as precursor in Mark without reference 
to Elijah; Ernst Bammel, “The Baptist in Early Christian Tradition,” NTS 18 (1971–1972): 
96–99. 

17 Wolff, “Bedeutung,” 860–65. 
18 Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 8–9, 35–36; Webb, John the Baptizer, 55. Webb, in fact, 

emphasizes John’s dual role as baptizer and prophet. 
19 Lupieri, “John the Baptist,” 433–42; Stegemann, “Erwägungen,” 102–12; Müller, Jo-

hannes der Täufer, 118–19. 
20 Bammel, “Baptist,” 98–99; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 25, 36, 38; Stegemann, 

“Erwägungen,” 112–16. 
21 A most helpful example is provided by Morna D. Hooker, “Good News about Jesus 

Christ, the Son of God,” in Mark as Story: Retrospect and Prospect, ed. Kelly R. Iverson 
and Christopher W. Skinner, SBLRBS 65 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 
173–75. See for other references to the role of John the Baptist in Mark’s narrative Jack 
Dean Kingsbury, Conflict in Mark: Jesus, Authorities, Disciples (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1989), 32–33; Joel F. Williams, Other Followers of Jesus: Minor Characters as Major Fig-
ures in Mark’s Gospel, JSNTSup 102 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), 65, 92; Mary Ann Tol-
bert, Sowing the Gospel: Mark’s World in Literary-Historical Perspective (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Fortress, 1989), 110, 113, 208–9. 

22 Williams, Other Followers, 61. 
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Struthers Malbon rightly notes that John does not fit these categories. She sug-
gests that John is best described as a “parallel character” to Jesus: what happens 
to John, happens to Jesus (and this will also happen to Jesus’s followers).23 To 
a certain extent, this characterization does justice to parallels between John and 
Jesus in the introduction to the Gospel of Mark and in the accounts of Jesus’s 
and John’s executions,24 but it should be kept in mind that the parallelism is 
not perfect: at all times John remains subordinate to Jesus,25 as is apparent from 
subtle contrasts within the parallels.26 

As has been observed above, scholarly consensus concurs that in the Gospel 
of Mark, John is presented as the forerunner of Jesus. This is apparent from his 
introduction (he is the fulfilment of Isa 40:3), and throughout Mark’s Gospel 
readers are reminded of this, because the actions (1:4–8), the fate (6:14–29; 
9:9–13), and the authority (11:27–33) of John anticipate the work, the identity, 
and the fate of Jesus. Mark’s John is not an anonymous forerunner, he is por-
trayed as Elijah, who was expected “to come first” (9:11, cf. 6:15a; 8:28).27 
Mark’s readers know this from the outset (1:2, see below). His characters come 
to learn this as the story unfolds. 

Mark’s John/Elijah is, however, primarily a suffering Elijah (9:11–13). In 
early Judaism there was an interest in stories about Old Testament prophets 

                                                            
23 Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, In the Company of Jesus: Characters in Mark’s Gospel 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000), 206–7. In a similar way, Herod – John’s enemy 
– is a parallel character to Pilate, whereas Herodias and her daughter are parallel characters 
to the Jewish leaders and the crowds. 

24 See below on parallels between the accounts of John’s and Jesus’s executions.  
25 For this reason Boring, Mark, 33 objects to seeing John and Jesus as parallel figures. 
26 For instance, with reference to John, we hear of a φωνὴ … ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ (1:3), in contrast 

to the φωνὴ … ἐκ τῶν οὐρανῶν with respect to Jesus (1:11); John is introduced with ἐγένετο 
(1:4), but Jesus with the more complete introductory formula καὶ ἐγένετο ἐν ἐκείναις ταῖς 
ἡμέραις (1:9), etc. Moreover, beheading does not carry the same symbolic force as crucifix-
ion in the Graeco-Roman world, and the theological significance attached to Jesus’s death 
in Mark’s Gospel – cf. Cilliers Breytenbach, “Narrating the Death of Jesus in Mark: Utter-
ances of the Main Character, Jesus,” ZNW 105 (2014): 153–68, focusing especially on Je-
sus’s death as a ransom – is naturally absent in the story of John’s execution. 

27 The idea of the Messiah’s forerunner is an early Christian idea, in which the early 
Jewish idea of Elijah as forerunner of Yahweh is re-interpreted in connection with Jesus. See 
for discussion Morris M. Faierstein, “Why do the Scribes Say that Elijah Must Come First?,” 
JBL 100 (1981): 75–86; Dale C. Allison, “Elijah Must Come First,” JBL 103 (1984): 256–
58; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, “More about Elijah Coming First,” JBL 104 (1985): 295–96. See 
also Markus Öhler, “The Expectation of Elijah and the Presence of the Kingdom of God,” 
JBL 118 (1999): 461–76, and Miller’s summarizing remark: “It was once commonly held 
that the expectation of Elijah as forerunner of the Messiah was widespread in ancient Juda-
ism, but recent scholarship has challenged this assumption – and for good reason;” David 
M. Miller, “The Messenger, the Lord, and the Coming Judgement in the Reception History 
of Malachi 3,” NTS 53 (2007): 1. 
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suffering violence and death.28 Although the biblical Elijah narratives do refer 
to Elijah’s persecution by Jezebel (1 Kgs 19:2–3) and to the execution of proph-
ets of YHWH in general (1 Kgs 18:4, 13; 19:10, 14),29 there is, to my best 
knowledge, no evidence that early Jewish stories about Elijah elaborate on the 
prophet’s sufferings.30 Yet, it seems that Mark applied the tradition of the per-
secution of the prophets (cf. 6:4) to John the Baptist, the Elijah who suffered 
and was executed “as it is written” (9:13). By doing this, Mark prepares the 
way for his audience to accept Jesus as the Messiah, despite – or, rather, be-
cause of – his suffering and violent death.31 

B. John in the Wilderness 
B. John in the Wilderness 

When in Mark’s introduction (1:1–15)32 John the Baptist enters the stage (1:4–
5), he is located “in the wilderness” (ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ), where “all the region of 

                                                            
28 See, e.g., Mart. Isa. 2:12–16; 3:6–12; 5:1–16 and Liv. Pro. 1:1; 2:1; 3:17–19; 6–7. See 

for discussion Anna Maria Schwemer, Vitae Prophetarum, JSHRZ 1/7 (Gütersloh: Güters-
loher Verlagshaus, 1997), 550–51; Anna Maria Schwemer, “Prophet, Zeuge und Märtyrer: 
Zur Entstehung des Märtyrerbegriffs im frühesten Christentum,” ZTK 96 (1999): 323–29; 
Michael Tilly, Johannes der Täufer und die Biographie der Propheten: Die synoptische Täu-
ferüberlieferung und das jüdische Prophetenbild zur Zeit des Täufers, BWANT 137 (Stutt-
gart: Kohlhammer, 1994), 236–47. 

29 See Tilly, Johannes der Täufer, 239–40. 
30 Rather, early Jewish traditions emphasize Elijah’s zeal for the law (e.g. 1 Macc. 2:58; 

LAB 48:1 identifies Pinehas as Elijah, cf. Tg. Ps.-J.  on Exod 6:18), his miracles (e.g. Vit. 
Pro. 21), and his anticipated return to restore the people, preparing them for the day of 
YHWH (e.g. Sir. 48:10; 4Q558); cf. Christfried Böttrich, Beate Ego, and Friedmann Eißler, 
Elia und andere Propheten in Judentum, Christentum und Islam (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 2013), 23–29; Markus Öhler, Elia im neuen Testament: Untersuchungen zur 
Bedeutung des alttestamentlichen Propheten im frühen Christentum, BZNW 88 (Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 1997), 1–30; Christine E. Joynes, “Elijah,” in The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early 
Judaism, ed. John J. Collins and Daniel C. Harlow (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 577–
78. 

31 Elizabeth Malbon observes that the patterns in Mark’s story also imply that Jesus’s 
disciples should also expect to suffer persecution; Elizabeth Struthers Malbon, “Narrative 
Criticism: How Does the Story Mean?,” in Mark and Method: New Approaches in Biblical 
Studies, ed. Janice Capel Anderson and Stephen D. Moore (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 
41. Cf. Wink, John the Baptist, 18. 

32 Leander Keck argues for including 1:14–15 in the Markan prologue; Leander E. Keck, 
“The Introduction to Mark’s Gospel,” NTS 12 (1965–1966): 352–70. Others, however, see 
1:14–15 as the introduction to Jesus’s Galilean ministry (e.g. Tolbert, Sowing the Gospel, 
120). Joel Marcus takes a middle position: “Perhaps the wisest course is not to be overly 
dogmatic but to recognize that 1:14–15 functions transitionally both as the end of 1:1–15 
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Judea and all the Jerusalemites” (πᾶσα ἡ Ἰουδαία χώρα καὶ οἱ Ἱεροσολυμῖται 
πάντες) come to him for baptism “in the river Jordan” (ἐν τῷ Ἰορδάνῃ ποταμῷ). 
The combination of wilderness and Jordan locates John in the Jordan Valley,33 
whereas the reference to where John’s audience came from places him in the 
vicinity of Judea and Jerusalem.34 Furthermore, the use of ἐκπορεύομαι sets the 
wilderness apart from the inhabited world of Judea and Jerusalem and thus 
places John at the fringes of society.35 

Below, I will show that the geographical setting of John the Baptist in 
Mark’s introduction contributes to John’s portrayal as Jesus’s forerunner. Be-
cause Mark relates John’s presence in the wilderness to the prophetic messen-
ger who prepares the way in the wilderness (1:2–3), a full understanding of the 
Baptist’s geographical setting requires discussion of the background of the pas-
sages quoted by Mark. I will argue that in Mark’s narrative John’s geographical 
setting in the wilderness (and at the river Jordan) is related to the revelation of 
God’s salvation and serves to identify him as the returned Elijah. 

John as the Forerunner in the Wilderness 

The fact that in Mark’s introduction both the wilderness (1:3, 4, 12, 13)36 and 
the river Jordan (1:4, 9) are referred to repeatedly, suggests that these locations 
are examples of “thematised space.”37 John’s presence “in the wilderness” 

                                                            
and as the beginning of 1:14–45;” Joel Marcus, Mark 1–8: A New Translation with Intro-
duction and Commentary, AYB 27 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000, repr. 2010), 
138. 

33 See chapter 2 for discussion of the historical-geographical circumstances in the Jordan 
Valley. 

34 Informed readers will have concluded that the southern part of the valley is in view. 
However, the model reader (see chapter 1) probably does not possess that amount of geo-
graphical knowledge. See Bärbel Bosenius, Der literarische Raum des Markusevangeliums, 
WMANT 140 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2014), 106: “Mögligerweise ist der 
Zusatz ‘Fluss’, mit dem der Eigenname ‘Jordan’ erläutert wird, ein Hinweis darauf, dass der 
Erzähler des Markusevangeliums annimmt, seine Rezipienten verfügten nicht über geogra-
phische Detailkenntnisse im Bereich der Levante.” 

35 According to Cranfield, Herod Antipas’s opposition to John suggests that the main 
centre of (the historical) John’s activity was in Perea; C.E.B. Cranfield, The Gospel accord-
ing to St Mark, CGTC (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1959), 41. However, Mark 
never relates Herod to Perea (only to Galilee) and in 1:5 it is only the Baptist’s relation to 
Judea and Jerusalem which matters. On the basis thereof, Joel Marcus claims that Mark 1:5 
“locates John’s baptismal activity on the west bank of the Jordan;” Joel Marcus, John the 
Baptist in History and Theology, SPNT (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 
2018), 175–76, n. 30. In my view, however, both claims suggest greater geographical preci-
sion than Mark’s text allows. 

36 The phrase ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ occurs only in Mark’s introduction. Elsewhere Mark uses 
ἔρημος τόπος (1:35, 45; 6:31, 32, 35) and once ἐρημία (8:4). 

37 See for the concept of “thematised space” chapter 1 above. 
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identifies him as the messenger sent to prepare the way, the voice calling in the 
wilderness (1:2–3). Later in Mark’s introduction, it turns out that John’s pres-
ence in the wilderness is not only the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy, 
but also anticipates Jesus’s presence there (1:12–13). Likewise, John’s baptism 
of the Judeans in the River Jordan anticipates his baptism of Jesus in that river 
(1:9). 

At the same time, Jesus remains distinct from the people coming to John 
(they come from Judea, Jesus comes from Galilee).38 As I will show below, 
there is a contrast in Mark’s Gospel between Judea as the place of opposition 
against Jesus and Galilee as the place of acceptation. At this point in the narra-
tive there is not yet any sign of rejection of Jesus by the Judeans. However, by 
introducing the Judeans and Jesus in contrasting ways (1:5; 1:9),39 Mark subtly 
creates a tension that later on in his narrative will evolve into outright opposi-
tion. 

Jesus is also distinguished from John the Baptist. John remains in the wil-
derness until he is handed over (1:14). Mark’s Jesus, by contrast, only remains 
there for a limited period of time (forty days) before he returns to Galilee, 
where he keeps moving around to spread the good news of the Kingdom of 
God.40 One could say, John prepares the way, Jesus is on the way. This concurs 
with the quotation in 1:2–3; in its Markan context the quotation of the one who 
prepares the way is about John the Baptist, but is addressed to Jesus. This com-
bination of parallels and subtle differences fits Mark’s pattern throughout the 
introduction and serves to highlight John’s role as forerunner without present-
ing him as equal to Jesus.41 

Old Testament Background 

As has been observed above, the phrase ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ in 1:4 links John to the 
Old Testament quotation in 1:2–3, in which a messenger preparing the way ἐν 

                                                            
38 France, Mark, 76. 
39 Ernst Lohmeyer, Das Evangelium des Markus: übersetzt und erklärt, 17th ed., KEK 

1/2 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1967), 20, observed “daß V.9 und V.5 genau 
gleich gebaut sind.” The similar structure draws the reader’s attention to the difference in 
wording, thereby strengthening the contrast between those coming from Judea and Jerusalem 
and Jesus who comes from “Nazareth in Galilee.” 

40 Cf. Malbon, Company, 14: “The Markan Jesus rushes around—from baptism in the 
Jordan, to testing in the wilderness, to preaching and exorcising a demon in the Capernaum 
synagogue, to healing in Simon’s house, to healing throughout Galilee. The Markan Jesus’ 
first words tell of the urgency of the present time … (1:15). The Markan narrator’s first series 
of scenes shows this urgency” (italics original). 

41 See e.g. Marxsen, Evangelist, 25; Werner H. Kelber, Mark’s Story of Jesus, 4th ed. 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 17–18; Volker Stolle, Das Markusevangelium: Übersetzung 
und Kommentierung (unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der Erzähltechnik), OUH 17 (Göt-
tingen: Ruprecht, 2015), 34–36. 
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τῇ ἐρήμῳ is announced. It is therefore against the background of this quotation 
that John’s geographical setting might be understood. The quotation is at-
tributed to Isaiah,42 although in fact only the second part is from that prophet 
(Isa 40:3); the first is a conflation of Exod 23:20 and Mal 3:1.43 Together, these 
quotations introduce John the Baptist, who prepares the way in the wilderness, 
as well as Jesus, to whom the quotation is addressed (πρὸ προσώπου σου). 

The leading view in commentaries on Mark of the past decades is that John’s 
location in the wilderness near the Jordan refers not only to Israel’s beginnings 
in the wilderness and eschatological renewal (cf. Jer 2:2–3; Hos 2:14–15), but 
also, specifically, to the inauguration of a new exodus.44 Others, however, have 
argued that the reference is to the prophet Elijah.45 A third position argues that 
Mark has both Elijah and a new exodus in view.46 

I will argue below that there is no firm basis for seeing Mark’s reference to 
the wilderness as a reference to a new exodus, despite the popularity of this 

                                                            
42 There is no doubt that the lectio difficilior ἐν τῷ Ἠσαΐᾳ τῷ προφήτῃ is original (found 

in e.g. א B L; the first τῷ is omitted in D Θ f1). The composite character of the quotation 
makes it easy to understand why a scribe would want to replace the reference to Isaiah by ἐν 
τοῖς προφήταις (e.g. A K P W Γ f13). For a similar reason the conjecture that strikes the 
quotation from Exod 23:20/Mal 3:1 (judging it to be a gloss) must be rejected. If the text 
without the quotation in v. 2 were original, it is difficult to see why a scribe would insert the 
text at this point. See for details with respect to this conjecture Jan Krans, Bert Jan Lietaert 
Peerbolte et al., eds., “The Amsterdam Database of New Testament Conjectural Emenda-
tion,” cj11284, http://ntvmr.uni-muenster.de/nt-conjectures?conjID=cj11284). 

43 The words πρὸ προσώπου σου are taken from Exod 23:20 LXX (Hebrew ְלָפֶניָך) and do 
not occur in Mal 3:1. The phrase ὃς κατασκευάσει τὴν ὁδόν σου is a good translation of Mal 
3:1 (apart from the pronoun σου), but not of Exod 23:20, where the angel “guards” (ִלְׁשָמְרָך; 
LXX ἵνα φυλάξῃ σε) the people on the way. LXX translates Mal 3:1 as καὶ ἐπιβλέψεται ὁδόν 
“and he will inspect the way.” According to Krister Stendahl the LXX translators have read 
the verb הפנ  as a Qal instead of the Pi’el, of which Mark’s κατασκευάσει is a fitting transla-
tion; Krister Stendahl, The School of St. Matthew and Its Use of the Old Testament, 2nd ed., 
ASNU 20 (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968), 51; followed by France, Mark, 64. 

44 Robert A. Guelich, Mark 1–8:26, WBC 34A (Dallas: Word, 1989), 18 (“the eschato-
logical hope of Exodus typology”); Eduard Schweizer, Das Evangelium nach Markus: über-
setzt und erklärt, 17th ed., NTD 1 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989), 12; Morna 
Hooker, The Gospel according to St Mark, BNTC (London: Black, 1991), 36; Boring, Mark, 
39–41; France, Mark, 57; Collins, Mark, 141–42; Stolle, Markusevangelium, 43. 

45 Vincent Taylor, The Gospel according to St. Mark: The Greek Text with Introduction, 
Notes, and Indexes (London: Macmillan, 1963), 155; Rudolph Pesch, Das Markusevange-
lium, 4th ed., HThKNT (Freiburg: Herder, 1984) 1:79. This interpretation is rejected by 
Guelich, who claims that the allusion to Elijah is “most likely coincidental” (Guelich, Mark, 
20) and Schweizer, Evangelium, 12: “Daß auch Elia in der Wüste weilte (1.Kön. 19,4ff.), 
spielt wahrscheinlich keine Rolle.” 

46 Marcus, Mark 1–8, 149, 156–57; Bas M.F. van Iersel, Mark: A Reader-Response Com-
mentary, trans. W.H. Bisscheroux, JSNTSup 164 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1998), 96; 
James R. Edwards, The Gospel according to Mark, Pillar (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 
29. 
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view. Rather Mark’s wilderness is a place of eschatological renewal culminat-
ing in the revelation of God’s reign, for which the returned Elijah (embodied 
in John the Baptist) prepares the people. 

The Way in the Wilderness and a New Exodus 

The view that John’s appearance in the wilderness refers to a new exodus, is 
based primarily on the work of Ulrich Mauser,47 even though Mauser was not 
the first to make this suggestion.48 Mauser does not deny that the Markan pro-
logue also contains references to Elijah (esp. Mark 1:6), but when it comes to 
John’s presence in the wilderness, the key to the interpretation is, according to 
Mauser, the announcement of a second exodus in Isa 40:3.49 In this light, John’s 
baptism in the River Jordan is to be understood as a re-enactment of the cross-
ing of the Red Sea (cf. 1 Cor 10:2).50 Thus, the foundational story of Israel’s 
sonship in the wilderness and the eschatological renewal of this identity lies at 
the heart of the beginning of Mark’s Gospel. As I have shown above, Mauser’s 
interpretation has become the leading view. It has gained further support from 
studies by Joel Marcus, Rikki Watts, and, more recently, Richard Hays.51 Cri-
tique has been offered by Thomas Hatina.52 

I do not wish to deny (in fact, this is what I will argue for later) that the 
context of Isa 40:3 is one of eschatological salvation and that this is significant 

                                                            
47 Ulrich W. Mauser, Christ in the Wilderness: The Wilderness Theme in the Second Gos-

pel and Its Basis in the Biblical Tradition, SBT 39 (London: SCM, 1963). 
48 Cf. Daniel Lynwood Smith, “The Uses of ‘New Exodus’ in New Testament Scholar-

ship: Preparing a Way through the Wilderness,” CurBR 14 (2016): 222–23. 
49 See esp. Mauser, Christ in the Wilderness, 81: “[I]n Isa. 40.3, which is quoted verbatim 

in Mark 1.3 … the messenger announces the second exodus through the wilderness to the 
final delivery of God’s people.” 

50 Mauser, Christ in the Wilderness, 88. The interpretation of John’s baptism as a re-
enactment of the crossing of the Red Sea is based Joachim Jeremias, “Der Ursprung der 
Johannestaufe,” ZNW 28 (1929): 312–20 (to whom Mauser refers) and was proposed earlier 
by Harald Riesenfeld, “La signification sacramentaire du baptême Johannique,” DViv 13 
(1949): 35–36 (to whom Mauser does not refer). See also Collins, Mark, 142. 

51 Joel Marcus, The Way of the Lord: Christological Exegesis of the Old Testament in the 
Gospel of Mark (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1992), chapter 2; Rikki E. Watts, 
Isaiah’s New Exodus in Mark, WUNT 2/88 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1997), esp. chapter 3 
(for Watts Isaiah’s new exodus is the underlying motif that structures Mark’s Gospel); Rich-
ard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2016), 
20–29. See also Carl Judson Davis, The Name and Way of the Lord: Old Testament Themes, 
New Testament Christology, JSNTSup 129 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1996), chapter 
3; Tucker S. Ferda, “John the Baptist, Isaiah 40, and the Ingathering of the Exiles,” JSHJ 10 
(2012): 154–88. 

52 Thomas R. Hatina, In Search of a Context: The Function of Scripture in Mark’s Nar-
rative, JSNTSup 232, SSEJC 8 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2002), 153–63. See also 
Smith, “Uses,” 224–26. 
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for understanding Mark’s quotation of the passage under discussion. However, 
for the reasons stated below, there is insufficient ground for reading Mark’s 
quotation of Isa 40:3 as referring to the expectation of a new exodus. 

First, in current Isaianic scholarship it is not as self-evident as it was once 
thought that Isa 40:3 refers to a new exodus. In the early 1960s Bernhard An-
derson argued that the expectation of a new or second exodus is a dominant 
theme in Deutero-Isaiah, that references to “the highway in the wilderness” 
must be read in this light, and that this theme is introduced in Isa 40:3–5.53 For 
some time, this view gained broad acceptance,54 and it is thus not surprising 
that Mauser (and others) read Isa 40:3 in such a way. However, in the course 
of time, an increasing number of Old Testament scholars argued for a meta-
phorical reading of the references to “the way” in Isa 40–55.55 Moreover, recent 
commentaries on Isaiah show more reluctance in relating Isa 40:3–5 to the idea 
of a new exodus, not in the last place because in 40:3 the road is not a highway 

                                                            
53 Bernhard W. Anderson, “Exodus Typology in Second Isaiah,” in Israel’s Prophetic 

Heritage: Essays in Honor of James Muilenberg, ed. Bernhard W. Anderson and Walter 
Harrelson (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1962): 177–95; Bernhard W. Anderson, “Exodus 
and Covenant in Second Isaiah and Prophetic Tradition,” in Magnalia Dei, The Mighty Acts 
of God: Essays on the Bible and Archaeology in Memory of G. Ernest Wright, ed. Frank 
Moore Cross, Werner E. Lemke, and Patrick D. Miller (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1976): 
339–60. 

54 Joseph Blenkinsopp, “Scope and Depth of the Exodus Tradition in Deutero-Isaiah, 40–
55,” in Dynamism of Biblical Tradition, ed. Pierre Benoit, Roland E. Murphy, and Bastiaan 
van Iersel, Concilium 20 (New York: Paulist, 1967), 41–50; Carroll Stuhlmueller, Creative 
Redemption in Deutero-Isaiah, AnBib 43 (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1970), esp. 59–
94; Michael Fishbane, “The ‘Exodus’ Motif: The Paradigm of Historical Renewal,” in Text 
and Texture: Close Readings of Selected Biblical Texts (New York: Schocken, 1979), 121–
51; Karl Elliger, Deuterojesaja, BKAT XI/I (Neukirchen: Neukirchener Verlag, 1978), 20: 
“Wie in den Exodus-Traditionen Jahwe seinem Volk durch die Wüste voranzog, so wird es 
wieder geschehen” (commentary on 40:3–5); W.A.M. Beuken, Jesaja IIA, POuT (Nijkerk: 
Callenbach, 1979), 20: “Doordat ‘in de woestijn’ geografisch niet nader bepaald wordt, krijgt 
het een overleveringshistorische lading mee. Zo gaat het functioneren in het grote thema van 
deze profeet: de nieuwe uittocht;” Rikki E. Watts, “Consolation or Confrontation? Isaiah 
40–55 and the Delay of the New Exodus,” TynBul 41 (1990): 31–59. 

55 Klaus Kiesow, Exodustexte im Jesajabuch: Literarkritische und motivgeschichtliche 
Analysen, OBO 24 (Fribourg: Éditions Universitaires; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1979); Hans M. Barstad, A Way in the Wilderness: The ‘Second Exodus’ in the Message of 
Second Isaiah, JSS Monograph 12 (Manchester: University of Manchester, 1989); Øystein 
Lund, Way Metaphors and Way Topics in Isaiah 40–55, FAT 2/28 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2007); Lena-Sofia Tiemeyer, For the Comfort of Zion: The Geographical and Theological 
Location of Isaiah 40–55, VTSup 139 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 155–203. See p. 168–76 for 
discussion on 40:3–5. Tiemeyer does find some evidence for a second exodus elsewhere in 
Isa 40–55, but “it is not as prevalent as is often assumed” (p. 202). 
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for the people, but “for our God” (ֵלאֹלֵהינּו).56 Even if one accepts that Isaiah 
sometimes does refer to a future expectation of a new exodus (e.g. Isa 43:16–
21),57 this is just one of the many Isaianic metaphors for the expected salvation 
and recent interpreters do not relate Isa 40:3–5 to that event. In New Testament 
studies these developments in Isaianic scholarship have gone largely unno-
ticed. Once we realise, however, that the idea of an Isaianic new exodus as the 
main theme of Isa 40–55 is a mid-twentieth century scholarly construct, the 
foundation under the idea that Mark and his readers understood Isa 40:3 as the 
announcement of a new exodus is weakened considerably. 

Second, there is no evidence that in early Judaism Isa 40:3 was read as the 
announcement of a new exodus. The verse is quoted twice in the Dead Sea 
Scrolls. In the Rule of the Community Isa 40:3 (cited in 1QS XVIII, 14 and 
alluded to in 1QS IX, 19–20), is “programmatic for the self-understanding of 
at least some part of the community” and the legitimation for their stay in the 
wilderness.58 Retreat into the wilderness is motivated by separation from 
wicked people (1QS VIII, 13; IX, 20–21). Preparing the way of the Lord is 

                                                            
56 John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 40–66 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 

51–52 (the Sinai tradition rather than a new exodus); John Goldingay and David Payne, A 
Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Isaiah 40–55, ICC (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 75 
(“a broader biblical background than a new exodus concern”); Ulrich Berges, Jesaja 40–48: 
übersetzt und ausgelegt, HThKAT (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 2008), 104–5; Gary V. 
Smith, Isaiah 40–66, NAC 15b (Nashville: B&H, 2009), 95–96. See also Peter Damian 
Akpunonu, The Overture of the Book of Consolations (Isaiah 40:1–11) (New York: Lang, 
2004), 104. The idea of a new exodus is advocated by Klaus Baltzer, Deutero-Isaiah: A 
Commentary on Isaiah 40–55, trans. Margaret Kohl, ed. Peter Machinist, Hermeneia (Min-
neapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2001), 53. 

57 See, however, the more nuanced discussion by Goldingay and Payne, Isaiah 40–55, 
51: “Yhwh is one who now once again acts as a God who delivers (45.15), … in line with 
Israel’s original act of deliverance from Egypt and from the forces gathered at the Red Sea 
(43.16–17; 44.27). Those are among the events from the past that Jacob-Israel must simul-
taneously forget (because of the importance of the new event that is coming) and remember 
(because they provide the basis for knowing Yhwh can bring about this new event) (43.18; 
44.21).” 

58 George J. Brooke, “Isaiah 40:3 and the Wilderness Community,” in New Qumran Texts 
and Studies: Proceedings of the First Meeting of the International Organization for Qumran 
Studies, Paris 1992, ed. George J. Brooke and Florentino García Martínez, STDJ 15 (Leiden: 
Brill, 1994), 129. The reference to Isa 40:3 is absent in 4QSd (= 4Q258), which probably 
implies that the reference was added at a later redactional stage (Brooke, “Isaiah 40:3,” 125–
28). In the light of 1Q28 VIII, 14 it is possible that the phrase דברהמ גולת  “the exiled of the 
wilderness” in 1QM I, 2 alludes in part to Isa 40:3 as well, even though the reference to the 
“wilderness of the nations” in 1QM I, 3 reveals a closer connection to Ezek 20:35; cf. Jean 
Carmignac, La règle de la guerre des fils de lumière contre les fils de ténèbres: texte res-
tauré, traduit, commenté (Paris: Letouzey et Ané, 1958), 5; Craig A. Evans, “The Beginning 
of the Good News in the Gospel of Mark,” in Hearing the Old Testament in the New Testa-
ment, ed. Stanley E. Porter (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 101. 
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understood as the study of the law of Moses (1QS VIII, 15–16a). Despite the 
reference to Moses, however, a new exodus is not in view. In 4QTanḥûmîm 
(4Q176), Isa 40:1–5 is cited as the first passage in a catena of comforting texts 
taken from Isa 40–55.59 The catena is introduced as “consolations (תנחומים) 
from the book of Isaiah” and is followed by a reference to “words of consola-
tion,” implying that this is the theme of the catena.60 In the texts quoted, God’s 
power and his faithfulness towards his afflicted people stand out. For our pur-
pose, it is significant that none of the passages quoted after Isa 40:1–5 makes 
use of exodus imagery.61 

Isaiah 40:1–5 or parts thereof are sometimes quoted with reference to return 
out of exile. This applies to the Targum Jonathan,62 as well as to Bar 5:7 and 
Pss. Sol. 11:4, both of which allude to Isa 40:4.63 In the context of these pas-
sages, however, no mention is made of the exodus and there are no verbal links 
to the exodus stories in the Hebrew Bible. Although it is clear that the authors 
of these passages saw the return out of exile as an eschatological act of salva-
tion, leading to the manifestation of the glory of the Lord,64 they communicated 
this message in Isaianic language, not in exodus language. It is therefore fair 
to conclude that in early Judaism Isa 40:3–5 was read in relation to eschatolog-
ical salvation, including the return out of exile, but at least in the extant sources 
this eschatological salvation is not characterized as a new exodus.65 

                                                            
59 Jesper Høgenhaven, “The Literary Character of 4QTanhumim,” DSD 14 (2007): 99–

123; Jonathan G. Campbell, The Exegetical Texts, Companion to the Qumran Scrolls 4 (Lon-
don: T&T Clark, 2004), 78–87. 

60 Høgenhaven, “Literary Character,” 107–8. 
61 In 4QTanḥ the following passages from Isaiah are cited: 40:1–5a; 41:8–9; 49:13–17; 

52:1–3; and 54:4–10; see Florentino García Martínez and Eibert J. Tigchelaar, The Dead Sea 
Scrolls Study Edition (Leiden: Brill, 1997), 1:356–61. 

62 Klyne R. Snodgrass, “Streams of Tradition Emerging from Isaiah 40:1–5 and their 
Adaption in the New Testament,” JSNT 8 (1980): 24–45. 

63 The passages from Bar and Pss.Sol. are so closely related, that it is likely that some 
kind of relationship exists between them. See Sean A. Adams, Baruch and the Epistle of 
Jeremiah: A Commentary Based on the Texts in Codex Vaticanus, SComS (Leiden: Brill, 
2014), 142–45. 

64 Cf. Evans, “Beginning,” 97–100. 
65 According to Daniel R. Schwartz, Studies in the Jewish Background of Christianity, 

WUNT 60 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1992), 37–38, Josephus’s sign prophets (whose actions 
recalled the exodus) were inspired by Isa 40:3. This is the basis for the claim made by Mar-
cus, Way, 22, that Isa 40:3 played an important role in the events leading to the Jewish Revolt 
(see also Evans, “Beginning,” 101–2). Bruce W. Longenecker, “The Wilderness and Revo-
lutionary Ferment in First-Century Palestine: A Response to D.R. Schwartz and J. Marcus,” 
JSJ 29 (1998): 322–36, objects that there is no evidence that Josephus’s revolutionaries were 
actually inspired by Isa 40:3. Note that in his recent work on John the Baptist, Marcus does 
no longer claim that Isa 40:3 fueled revolutionary ideas. 



74  Chapter 3: John’s Geographical Setting in Mark 

In the light of the reservations expressed above, reading Mark’s quotation 
from Isaiah as referring to a new exodus will need additional evidence in the 
context of this quotation in order to be convincing. Some have found such ev-
idence in Mark’s claim that all the Judeans and all the Jerusalemites (πᾶσα ἡ 
Ἰουδαία χώρα καὶ οἱ Ἱεροσολυμῖται πάντες) go out to John (Mark 1:5): “Now 
city and land stand empty as they go back to the threshold of the inheritance, 
the Jordan.”66 Such a literal reading of πᾶς is in contrast with hyperbolical in-
terpretation in commentaries on Mark 1:5, even though such a hyperbolical 
reading is usually assumed rather than argued for. In my view, Markan usage 
decisively points at a hyperbolic reading. Several scholars have observed that 
Mark is fond of hyperbolic constructions with πᾶς or ὅλος.67 Moreover, in the 
light of similar expressions elsewhere, there is no more reason to assume that 
1:5 implies an empty Judea and Jerusalem, than to assume that 1:37 (πάντες 
ζητοῦσίν σε) implies an empty Capernaum or that 6:55 (περιέδραμον ὅλην τὴν 
χώραν ἐκείνην) implies an empty Galilee. 

Another piece of evidence is adduced by Dale Allison. In discussing the 
mixed quotation from Exod 23:20 / Mal 3:1 in Q 7:27, which is identical to the 
quotation in Mark 1:2, he claims: 

Those who perceive in Q 7:27 an allusion to Exodus 23, where the Lord’s messenger 
goes before the people during the exodus, will, especially given the citations from 
Deuteronomy in Q 4:1–13, think typologically: the eschatological events associated 
with the Baptist and thereafter with Jesus recapitulate the foundational events of the 
exodus.68 

However, contrary to Allison’s claim, Exod 23:20 does not so much refer to 
the exodus event itself, but rather to angelic guidance during the wilderness 
journey from Sinai to Canaan, offering protection from harm and victory over 
adversaries, provided that Israel is fully devoted to YHWH (Exod 23:20–26). 
However, although the quotation from Exod 23:20 does indeed allude to Is-

                                                            
66 John Drury, “Mark 1.1–15: An Interpretation,” in Alternative Approaches to New Tes-

tament Study, ed. A.E. Harvey (London: SPCK, 1985), 31. Similar: Lohmeyer, Markus, 15; 
William L. Lane, The Gospel according to Mark: The English Text with Introduction, Expo-
sition and Notes (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1974), 50; Boring, Mark, 41; Eric C. 
Stewart, Gathered around Jesus: An Alternative Spatial Practice in the Gospel of Mark, 
Matrix 6 (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2009), 206. Cf. John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: A 
Commentary on the Greek Text, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Bletchley: Paternoster, 
2005), 140. 

67 Similar expressions with πᾶς e.g. 1:32, 33, 37; 5:20; 6:33; with ὅλος e.g. 1:28, 33, 39; 
6:55; see also 3:8. See Robert G. Bratcher and Eugene A. Nida, A Translator’s Handbook 
on the Gospel of Mark (Leiden: Brill, 1961), 17; Pesch, Markusevangelium, 1:80 (“später 
häufig in Wendungen des Zulaufs zu Jesus”). 

68 Dale C. Allison, The Intertextual Jesus: Scripture in Q (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 2000), 
39. See also Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels, 22–23. 
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rael’s beginnings in the wilderness and this may be of relevance for under-
standing the quotation in Mark 1:2 (and Q 7:27), it is an overgeneralisation to 
interpret any reference to that period as the foreshadowing of a new exodus. 

Since other, less ambiguous evidence for a new exodus reading Mark’s Old 
Testament quotations is lacking, it is safe to conclude that there is insufficient 
evidence for reading Mark’s quotation of Isa 40:3 as a reference to a new exo-
dus. I concur, therefore, with Daniel Smith: 

[I]f Deutero-Isaiah contains such evident examples of exodus imagery—for instance, 
Isa. 43.2; 51.9–11; or 52.4–12—then why are these obvious examples never cited in 
Mark? … It seems that Isaiah’s ‘new exodus’ can only be understood fully by reading 
the passages that are not quoted in the New Testament … Maybe Mark’s audience 
read the prophetic books as ‘narrative wholes’ and appreciated the author’s allusive 
aesthetic. Or, maybe we are looking too hard for exodus imagery where there is none.69 

Eschatological Renewal and the Kingdom of God 

Although I have argued above against the way Mauser, Marcus, Hays, and oth-
ers interpret Mark’s quotation of Isa 40:3, their emphasis on the importance of 
the Isaianic context for understanding Mark’s use of the passage is justified 
indeed. Isaiah 40:1–11 is the introduction to chapters 40–55. The comforting 
message of salvation is fleshed out by building a highway for YHWH in the 
wilderness. This is related to the recurrent prophetic announcement of salvation 
that is revealed in the wilderness,70 a theme which is related to Israel’s begin-
nings in the wilderness and YHWH’s covenant with the people. Jeremiah and 
Hosea refer to the wilderness period as Israel’s bridal time and a place of hope 
(Jer 2:2; Hos 2:14). 

The climax of Isa 40:1–11 is the announcement of the good news (LXX v.9: 
εὐαγγελιζόμενος) of the reign of YHWH (40:9–11). Joel Marcus has, rightly 
in my view, argued that this is alluded to by Mark, not only in his use of 
εὐαγγελίον in Mark 1:1, but also in Jesus’s announcement of the Kingdom (or 
rather, the rule) of God in Mark 1:14–15.71 Isaiah’s expectation that the prepa-
ration of the way for the Lord in the wilderness was the prelude to the reign of 

                                                            
69 Smith, “Uses,” 225. See also Hatina, Search, 159–60: “If Mark wanted to show a con-

tinuity between the exodus of Second Isaiah and Jesus’ ministry, why did he not explicitly 
mention the exodus or deliverance in his prologue? … Metanarratives, in this regard, are 
certainly helpful as analogies, but as hermeneutical keys they can distort the originality and 
integrity of Mark’s story.” 

70 Shemaryahu Talmon, “The ‘Desert Motif’ in the Bible and in Qumran Literature,” in 
Biblical Motifs: Origins and Transformations, ed. Alexander Altmann (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1966), 31–63; A.R. Pete Diamond, “Desert,” in NIDOTTE 4:520–
28. 

71 Marcus, Way, 19–21. Contra Hatina, Search, 158–59. In my view Hatina’s critique 
focuses too much on Marcus’s use of the Targum, though. 
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God fits Mark’s emphasis on John’s presence in the wilderness, preparing the 
way for Jesus in whom God’s rule is revealed. 

The wilderness as the place from where eschatological salvation comes fits 
some of Mark’s other references to the wilderness. After Jesus’s baptism, Jesus 
retreats into the wilderness72 (1:12–13) as the prelude to his announcement of 
the rule of God (1:14–15). Later in Mark’s Gospel, Jesus occasionally returns 
to the wilderness (ἔρημος τόπος) to pray (1:35) or to retreat from public life 
(1:45; 6:31). Given the Galilean context of these references, and the fact that 
retreat from public life is a recurrent theme in Mark (e.g. 4:10; 4:34; 9:28), the 
emphasis is probably more on the isolated character of this ἔρημος τόπος than 
on its physical environment73 (see 6:31 κατ’ ἰδίαν εἰς ἔρημον τόπον).74 Never-
theless, it is probably not a coincidence that the first of these references is the 
prelude for a widening of Jesus’s proclamation of the good news of the king-
dom of God (1:38), and that the reference in 6:31 is the prelude to a miracle 
(performed in the wilderness) that illustrates Jesus’s kingly rule.75 

A first conclusion regarding the significance of John’s geographical setting 
in the wilderness, then, is that John’s appearance in the wilderness reflects the 
beginning of the good news of God’s salvation, consisting of the rule of God, 
revealed in Jesus. 

John as Elijah in the Wilderness 

Thus far, I have only focused on the significance of Isa 40:3 for John’s presence 
in the wilderness. However, this is not where Mark’s Old Testament quotation 
begins. It has already been observed that the first part of the quotation is taken 
from Exod 23:20 and Mal 3:1 (cf. Q 7:27). In fact, the verbal parallels between 

                                                            
72 The repeated reference to the wilderness shows the significance of this geographical 

setting; Boring, Mark, 47; Ernest Best, The Temptation and the Passion: The Markan Sote-
riology, 2nd ed., SNTSMS 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 5; Bosenius, 
Der literarische Raum, 84. The replacement of ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ in v. 13 by ἐκεῖ in some manu-
scripts is an obvious attempt to smoothen the text and must therefore be rejected (ἐκεῖ ἐν τῇ 
ἐρήμῳ is secondary as well). According to Mauser Jesus’s being expelled to the wilderness 
while he already was there with John is a sign that Mark did not attempt “to iron out the 
unevenness of his sources” and that the theological implication of the wilderness was more 
important than its exact geographical location (Mauser, Christ in the Wilderness, 97 n. 4). 

73 Taylor, Mark, 183 (on 1:35): “The ἔρημον τόπον is not the desert, for the district around 
Capernaum was cultivated at the time, but a lonely and retired spot.” Boring, Mark, 67 trans-
lates “a deserted, wilderness place” in 1:35. 

74 In 1:45 the isolated character is emphasized by the contrast between ἔξω ἐπ’ ἐρήμοις 
τόποις ἦν and φανερῶς εἰς πόλιν εἰσελθεῖν. 

75 See the section on John’s execution below. 
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the verses in question are so close, that Mal 3:1 itself has sometimes been in-
terpreted as an allusion to Exod 23:20 and Isa 40:3.76 Be this as it may, since 
the idea of the “preparation of the way” connects the quotation in Mark 1:2 
with that in 1:3, which suggests that for Mark the emphasis in the first part of 
the quotation is primarily on Mal 3:1, from which ὃς κατασκευάσει τὴν ὁδόν 
is taken.77 

At the end of the book of Malachi (3:23–24)78 the messenger announced in 
3:1 is identified as the prophet Elijah.79 The idea of Elijah’s return before the 
coming of YHWH was widespread in early Judaism and is referred to in 
sources originating from various backgrounds (Sir 48:10;80 1 En. 90:31;81 
4Q558;82 and probably 4Q52183). This suggests that Mark’s quotation of Mal 

                                                            
76 Andrew A. Hill, Malachi: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 

25d (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 265–66; Rainer Kessler, Maleachi, 
HThKAT (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 2011), 228–29. 

77 See for discussion the section “Old Testament Background” above. 
78 Mal 3:22–24 is widely regarded as a later editorial addition; see Hill, Malachi, 364–

66; Kessler, Maleachi, 302–4; contra P.A. Verhoef, Maleachi, COT (Kampen: Kok, 1972), 
266–67. However, by the time Mark wrote his Gospel, these verses were already part of 
Malachi’s text. The verses are present in all LXX-manuscripts (albeit in a different order) 
and in 4QXIIa (= 4Q76), the only Qumran manuscript in which the final part of Malachi is 
preserved. See on 4QXIIa Eugene Ulrich, ed., The Biblical Qumran Scrolls: Transcriptions 
and Textual Variants, VTSup 134 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 626. Unfortunately the Book of 
Malachi was not preserved in the Greek Scroll of Nahal Hever.  

79 The verbal parallel between Mal 3:1 and Mal 3:23 demonstrates that ַמְלָאִכי is inter-
preted as ַהָּנִביא ֵאִלָּיה; see Kessler, Maleachi, 309; Arndt Meinhold, Maleachi (3,22–24; Lit-
eratur), BKAT 14/8/6 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2006), 417; Hill, Malachi, 
383; Verhoef, Maleachi, 270–71. 

80 The absence of eschatological expectations elsewhere in Sirach has raised questions 
regarding the passage’s authenticity; see for a defense Ralph Hildesheim, Bis daß ein 
Prophet aufstand wie Feuer: Untersuchungen zum Prophetenverständnis des Ben Sira in 
48,1–49,16, TThSt 58 (Trier: Paulinus, 1996), 104–7. 

81 See for this interpretation Patrick A. Tiller, A Commentary on the Animal Apocalypse 
of 1 Enoch, SBLEJL 4 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993), 377–78; Siegbert Uhlig, Das äthio-
pische Henochbuch, JSHRZ 5/6 (Gütersloh: Mohn, 1984), 730 n. 31c. 

82 Johannes Zimmermann, Messianische Texte aus Qumran, WUNT 2/104 (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 1998), 414–15; Émile Puech, “Messianisme, eschatologie, et résurrection 
dans les manuscrits de la Mer Morte,” RdQ 18 (1997): 283–84. 

83 In 4Q521 2 III Mal 3:23 is quoted, which makes a reference to the return of Elijah very 
likely; John J. Collins, The Scepter and the Star: Messianism in Light of the Dead Sea 
Scrolls, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 135–36; Émile Puech, “Une apocalypse 
messianique (4Q521),” RdQ 15 (1992): 497. On the basis of the reference to resurrection, 
Collins argues that the anointed/messianic figure in 4Q521 2 II line 1 is also an Elijah-like 
figure (Collins, Scepter, 135–41), but he has been criticized for reading too much into the 
passage; see Hans Kvalbein, “The Wonders of the End-Time: Metaphoric Language in 
4Q521 and the Interpretation of Matthew 11.5 par.,” JSP 18 (1998): 87–110; Benjamin 
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3:1 serves to introduce John the Baptist’s role as the returned Elijah, preparing 
the way of the Lord in the wilderness. 

That Mark intended the model reader to see John’s presence in the wilder-
ness in this light is confirmed by the immediately following remark about 
John’s clothing (1:6).84 Mark’s phrase καὶ ζώνην δερματίνην περὶ τὴν ὀσφὺν 
αὐτοῦ is taken from the way Elijah is depicted in 2 Kgs 1:8 LXX. Apparently, 
Mark wants his readers to understand that the appearance of John was similar 
to that of Elijah.85 

The wilderness at the River Jordan in the southern Jordan Valley is a fitting 
place for John to appear in his role as Elijah-redivivus. After all, it is right here 
that Elijah was taken up into heaven (2 Kgs 2). Moreover, the Elijah-Elisha 
cycle contains other stories that are associated with the wilderness and/or the 
Jordan as well (1 Kgs 19; 2 Kgs 5; cf. 1 Kgs 17:3, 5). 

Allusions to Elijah in Other Markan Wilderness Stories 

The interpretation of John’s appearance in the wilderness as a reference to  
Elijah gains weight once we realize that the other stories with a wilderness 
setting in Mark (the temptation story and the two feeding miracles) contain 
allusions to not only Israel’s beginnings in the wilderness, but also to Elijah 
and/or Elisha. 

I have already noted above that the story of Jesus being tested86 in the wil-
derness by Satan for forty days (1:12–13), echoes the Baptist’s presence in the 

                                                            
Wold, “Agency and Raising the Dead in 4QPseudo-Ezekiel and 4Q521 2 ii,” ZNW 103 
(2010): 1–19. 

84 John’s clothing has often been interpreted as typical for an ascetic clothing himself in 
prophetic garb (Zech 13:4); see e.g. Philipp Vielhauer, “Tracht und Speise Johannes des 
Täufers,” in Aufsätze zum Neuen Testament, TB 31 (Munich: Kaiser, 1965): 47–54; Stepha-
nie von Dobbeler, Das Gericht und das Erbarmen Gottes: Die Botschaft Johannes des Täuf-
ers und ihre Rezeption bei den Johannesjüngern im Rahmen der Theologiegeschichte des 
Frühjudentums, BBB 70 (Frankfurt am Main: Athenäum, 1988), 191–93. According to Eve-
Marie Becker, “Kamelhaare … und wilder Honing,” in Die bleibende Gegenwart des Evan-
geliums: Festschrift für Otto Merk zum 70. Geburtstag, ed. Roland Gebauer and Martin 
Meiser, MThSt 76 (Marburg: Elwert, 2003), 13–28, John’s clothing and diet reflect a Bed-
ouin way of life. Joan Taylor interprets John’s clothing as sackcloth, as sign of repentance; 
Joan E. Taylor, John the Baptist within Second Temple Judaism: A Historical Study (Lon-
don: SPCK, 1997), 32–42. However, our concern is not what John intended by his appear-
ance, but what Mark wants to communicate. 

85 See e.g. Wink, John the Baptist, 3; Boring, Mark, 41; Collins, Mark, 145; Tilly, Johan-
nes der Täufer, 37–38; Marcus, John the Baptist, 53. Contra Öhler, Elia, 36, who denies that 
Mark saw any significance in the allusion, which he found in tradition. 

86 Jeffrey Gibson notes that πειραζόμενος conveys the idea of “being probed and ‘put to 
the proof’, that is, ‘tested’ to ascertain or to demonstrate trustworthiness;” Jeffrey B. Gibson, 
“Jesus’ Wilderness Temptation according to Mark,” JSNT 53 (1994): 11–13 (quotation taken 
from p. 11). See also Best, Temptation, 6–7. 
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wilderness (1:4–5), and alludes to the prophetic tradition of God’s salvation 
which is revealed in the wilderness. The “forty days” in v. 12, in connection 
with a form of πειράζω, has been interpreted as an allusion to the forty years 
of Israel’s wilderness wanderings.87 This is not without ground: although the 
tradition of Israel testing YHWH is more dominant in the Old Testament (e.g. 
Exod 17:2, 7; Num 14:22; Ps 78:18; 95:9; 106:14), there are indeed several 
passages which say that YHWH tested Israel in the wilderness (Exod 15:25; 
16:4; Deut 8:2, 16).88 There is a stronger echo, however, of the forty day period 
that Moses was on Mount Sinai (Exod 24:18; 34:28) and the forty days of Eli-
jah’s wilderness journey to Horeb (1 Kgs 19:8).89 These stories are related,90 
but Mark’s temptation story is closest to the Elijah tradition.91 Whereas Moses 
is on the mountain, Elijah and the Markan Jesus are in the wilderness for forty 
days (cf. 1 Kgs 19:8) and both are served by an angel (Elijah) or angels (Jesus) 

                                                            
87 Gibson, “Jesus’ Wilderness Temptation,” 15–16; John Paul Heil, “Jesus with the Wild 

Animals in Mark 1:13,” CBQ 68 (2006): 73–77. See also France, Mark, 85; Boring, Mark, 
47; both indicate that this does not exclude an allusion to Moses and Elijah. The parallel 
with Israel’s wilderness wanderings is rejected by Cranfield, Mark, 57. 

88 However, in these passages YHWH puts Israel to the test, whereas in Mark 1:12–13 
the subject is Satan (nowhere in the Hebrew Bible ָנָסה – the equivalent of πειράζω – is used 
with Satan as subject). A connection with Job 1–2 has been suggested, but in these chapters 
 or one of its cognates do not occur. See Lohmeyer, Markus, 27; France, Mark, 84; Susan ָנָסה
R. Garrett, The Temptations of Jesus in Mark’s Gospel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 
32–33. 

89 Mauser, Christ in the Wilderness, 98–99; Cranfield, Mark, 57; Taylor, Mark, 163; 
France, Mark, 85; Boring, Mark, 47. Collins only refers to Moses and does not mention the 
parallel with Elijah (Collins, Mark, 151). 

90 Mordechai Cogan, 1 Kings: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, 
AB 10 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), 456: “the narrator [of 1 Kgs 19] has 
creatively used motifs associated with Moses, enriching his tale with literary allusions that, 
at times, attain verbal resemblance to the earlier tradition.” See also Winfried Thiel, Könige, 
BKAT 9/2/4 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2009), 260; David J. Zucker, “Elijah 
and Elisha: Part 1: Moses and Joshua,” JBQ 40 (2012): 225–30. Brevard Childs, “On Read-
ing the Elijah Narratives,” Int 34 (1980): 128–37 emphasizes the parallels as well as the 
contrasts between both stories (135: “Elijah is no new Moses!”). 

91 Adam Winn, Mark and the Elijah-Elisha Narrative: Considering the Practice of 
Greco-Roman Imitation in the Search for Markan Source Material (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 
2010), 70–76 (esp. 71–73); Michael D. Goulder, “Elijah with Moses, or, a Rift in the Pre-
Markan Lute,” in Christology, Controversy & Community: New Testament Essays in Honour 
of David R. Catchpole, ed. David G. Horrell and Christopher M. Tuckett,  
NovTSup 99 (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 197–98. See also Boring, Mark, 47. Goulder, “Elijah,” 
197, and Winn, Mark, 73, suggest that Mark’s reference to wild animals alludes to the ravens 
that nourished Elijah during his stay at Kerith (1 Kgs 17:6), but this allusion is too remote 
to be convincing; see Hermann Mahnke, Die Versuchungsgeschichte im Rahmen der synop-
tischen Evangelien, BBET 9 (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1978), 25. 
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there (cf. 1 Kgs 19:5–7). I am not convinced that the temptation story also al-
ludes to Adam,92 but even when one holds this position, this does not exclude 
or disqualify the allusion to Elijah. The parallel between the temptation story 
and the Elijah tradition is even stronger in the light of the following story of 
the call of the disciples (Mark 1:16–20), which in its Markan form is inspired 
by the call of Elisha in 1 Kgs 19:19–21 which follows Elijah’s stay in the  
wilderness.93 Despite Mark’s identification of John the Baptist as the returned 
Elijah (Mark 9:11–13) and the implicit rejection of the identification of Jesus 
with this prophet (Mark 6:15; 8:28), Mark apparently has no problem with as-
sociating Jesus with Elijah traditions as well.94 

                                                            
92 Some have found this allusion in the reference to the wild animals; Jesus’s stay with 

them is then interpreted as peaceful, resulting from Jesus’s resistance to Satan, and restores 
the harmony of Eden; see Mahnke, Versuchungsgeschichte, 28–29; Pesch, Markusevange-
lium, 1:95; Marcus, Mark 1–8, 169; Richard Bauckham, “Jesus and the Wild Animals (Mark 
1:13): A Christological Image for an Ecological Age,” in Jesus of Nazareth: Lord and Christ. 
Essays on the Historical Jesus and New Testament Christology, ed. Joel B. Green and Max 
Turner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Carlisle: Paternoster, 1994), 3–21. However, Mark’s em-
phasis is not on the temptation itself or the outcome thereof, but on the supernatural conflict 
(Jesus, led by the Spirit, against Satan) that anticipates Jesus’s mission (Best, Temptation, 
10, 25; France, Mark, 83–84). Moreover, Adam Christology does not occur elsewhere in 
Mark (for this reason Bauckham, “Jesus,” 19, takes μετὰ τῶν θηρίων not as an allusion to 
Adam, but to the messianic peace of Isa 11:6–9). A more likely explanation, in my view, is 
that the wild animals in 1:13 are the associates of Satan (cf. Ps 91:11–13; T.Naph. 8:4), just 
like the angels are the associates of the Spirit; see Lohmeyer, Markus, 27–28; France, Mark, 
86, Collins, Mark, 151–53; Best, Temptation, 7–9; Gibson, “Jesus’ Wilderness Temptation,” 
19–22; Heil, “Jesus,” 64–66. The use of μετά does not require the idea of a friendly associ-
ation (as claimed by Guelich, Mark, 39 and Bauckham, “Jesus,” 5); France shows that the 
preposition can also be used in a hostile sense (Mark, 86). According to Becker, 
“Kamelhaare,” 26–27, the reference to the wild animals, like the reference to John’s clothing 
and diet (1:6), serves to illustrate life in the wilderness. 

93 Susan Watts Henderson, Christology and Discipleship in the Gospel of Mark, SNTSMS 
135 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 56–59; Winn, Mark, 74–75; A.J. 
Droge, “Call Stories,” in ABD 1:822. Martin Hengel claims that the call of Elisha is the 
pattern for both Mark’s and Q’s call stories; see Martin Hengel, Nachfolge und Charisma: 
Eine exegetisch-religionsgeschichtliche Studie zu Mt 8:21f. und Jesu Ruf in die Nachfolge 
(Berlin: Töpelmann, 1968), 5, 18–20. See with respect to Q also Allison, The Intertextual 
Jesus, 142–45. Vernon Robbins observes parallels not only to the call of Elisha, but also to 
that of Abraham and to Graeco-Roman traditions; Vernon K. Robbins, “Mark 1.14–20: An 
Interpretation at the Intersection of Jewish and Graeco-Roman Traditions,” NTS 28 (1982): 
220–36. 

94 Van Iersel, Mark, 65; Henderson, Christology, 58; Öhler, Elia, 111–54; Allison, The 
Intertextual Jesus, 145: “Perhaps from the outset the tradents of the Jesus tradition had no 
trouble thinking simultaneously of Jesus as a prophet like Elijah and of the Baptist as the 
eschatological Elijah of Malachi.” Goulder, “Elijah,” 194–99, shows that in Mark 1–8 some 
stories are parallel to Elijah traditions and others to Elisha traditions. 



  B. John in the Wilderness  81 

Both accounts of feeding miracles in Mark are given a setting in the wilder-
ness (6:32–44 ἔρημος τόπος; 8:1–9 ἐπ’ ἐρημίας, v.4). The repeated reference 
to the wilderness in the first story even emphasizes the importance of this set-
ting (6:32, 35; cf. 6:31). I will later discuss Mark’s parallel between Jesus’s 
banquet and Herod’s banquet. Here it suffices to note that already from D.F. 
Strauß’s Leben Jesu onwards, scholars have read this miracle story against the 
background of the manna in the wilderness, as well as the feeding miracles in 
the Elijah-Elisha cycle (1 Kgs 17:8–16; 2 Kgs 4:42–44).95 The importance of 
the background of Israel’s wilderness wanderings has often, and rightfully so, 
been stressed.96 However, the story’s structure follows Elisha’s feeding miracle 
so closely,97 that the latter provides the closest parallel.98 

Both the temptation story and the feeding miracles thus allude to Israel’s 
wilderness wanderings in the time of Moses as well as the Elijah-Elisha stories, 
but in each case Mark’s narrative reflects closer similarity to the latter. This 
conclusion fits the priority Mark gives to Elijah over Moses in the transfigura-
tion story (9:4 Ἠλίας σὺν Μωϋσεῖ). 

Conclusion 

In Mark’s introduction, John’s geographical setting in the wilderness at the 
river Jordan (Mark 1:4–5) functions as “thematized space.” John’s geograph-
ical setting connects him to the Old Testament quotation in Mark 1:2–3 and it 
is therefore against this background that the geographical setting attributed to 
John must be understood. I have argued that there is insufficient evidence for 
the leading view that the Old Testament background suggests that John’s bap-
tism announces a new exodus. Rather, Mark’s reference to the wilderness in 
Isaiah’s prophecy recalls in a more general sense the tradition that God’s sal-
vation is revealed in (or coming out of) the wilderness, finding its climax in the 
announcement of God’s kingdom. John’s presence in the wilderness shows that 
he is the messenger preparing the way for the coming salvation, thereby ful-
filling Malachi’s announcement of the coming of Elijah. John’s appearance 
right at the place where Elijah was taken up into heaven thus contributes to the 
Baptist’s role as a character in Mark’s story: it contributes to his identification 

                                                            
95 David Friedrich Strauß, Das Leben Jesu kritisch bearbeitet, 4th ed. (Tübingen: Osian-

der, 1840), 2:202–5. References to both traditions are found in, for instance, Hooker, Mark, 
164; Marcus, Mark 1–8, 408, 415–16, 482; France, Mark, 262–63; Boring, Mark, 181–85. 

96 See, e.g., Hooker, Mark, 164; Marcus, Mark 1–8, 408, 482. 
97 Marcus, Mark 1–8, 415–16; Boring, Mark, 185 (“there, too, the miracle follows the 

death of Elijah, the Markan John the Baptist”); Winn, Mark, 82–84; Stolle, Markusevange-
lium, 148–52. 

98 Again, this was already observed by Strauß (Leben Jesu, 2:204). 
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as the returned Elijah, the forerunner of Jesus in whose message and ministry 
the kingdom of God is revealed.99 

C. John’s Execution in Galilee 
C. John’s Execution in Galilee 

Only in the brief scenes in Mark’s introduction (1:4–11) the Baptist is present 
himself. In 1:14 John is handed over (for reasons that will only become appar-
ent in 6:17) and the story thus assumes that from this point on, he is held captive 
somewhere. As it turns out in 6:14–29, John was arrested and killed by “King 
Herod” (Herod Antipas) and as I will argue below, the story suggests that 
John’s execution took place in Galilee. After briefly discussing the function of 
the story in the context of Mark’s narrative, I will argue that in the light of the 
tension between Galilee and Judea in Mark’s Gospel and in the light of Jesus’s 
death in Judea and his anticipated reappearance in Galilee, John’s execution in 
Galilee both contributes his role as the forerunner of Jesus, while at the same 
time remaining in a subordinate position. 

Herod, John, and Jesus 

In the flow of Mark’s narrative the account of John’s death, which is told in 
retrospect, is intercalated between the sending out of the Twelve (6:7–15) and 
their return (6:30–31). In this way the pace of the narrative is slowed down, 
giving the Twelve time for their mission. However, Mark does not just tell the 
story to “fill the gap.” Robert Fowler has argued, convincingly so in my view, 
that the story of John’s execution first and foremost reveals who Jesus is, by 
contrasting Jesus with Herod on the one hand, and by presenting John the Bap-
tist as a parallel character to Jesus on the other.100 

According to Fowler, the wider context of the passage invites the reader to 
compare Herod and Jesus. Both act in a kingly manner101 by sending 

                                                            
99 Note, though, that despite the close association of John with Elijah, John is no Elijah-

redivivus, as appears from the inclusion of references to Elijah that are not directly related 
to the Baptist (cf. 9:4; 15:35). 

100 Robert M. Fowler, Loaves and Fishes: The Function of the Feeding Stories in the 
Gospel of Mark, SBLDS 54 (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1981). 

101 Most exegetes take Mark’s use of the title “king” rather than “tetrarch” for Herod 
Antipas (e.g. 6:14) as a reflection of popular usage, e.g. Harold W. Hoehner, Herod Antipas, 
SNTSMS 17 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 149–50; Taylor, Mark, 308; 
Pesch, Markusevangelium, 1:333; Cranfield, Mark, 206; France, Mark, 252; Collins, Mark, 
303. However, Fowler plausibly suggests that Mark’s use of the title “king” for Herod An-
tipas “functions to make the comparison of kingly figures” (Fowler, Loaves and Fishes, 121, 
followed by Boring, Mark, 177; Stolle, Markusevangelium, 142). According to Lane “it is 
possible that the irony of designating him by a title he coveted, but failed to secure, would 
be appreciated in Rome where his sentence had been sealed” (Lane, Mark, 211) – however, 
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(ἀποστέλλω) emissaries/ἀπόστολοι (6:7, 30; 6:17, 27) and by holding a ban-
quet (6:14–29; 6:30–44).102 The outcome, however, is rather different. The mis-
sion of Jesus’s apostles results in deliverance from demons and healing (6:12–
13), the mission of Herod’s emissaries results in captivity and death (6:17, 27). 
Herod’s banquet concludes with the gruesome picture of the head of the Baptist 
on a platter (6:28), Jesus’s banquet concludes with twelve baskets full of bread 
(6:43). According to Fowler, “[b]y juxtaposing the deeds of Herod with the 
deeds of Jesus, Mark adroitly demonstrates the ways in which King Herod and 
Jesus are similar while simultaneously contrasting their kingly behavior.”103 

Viewed from the context of Mark’s Gospel as a whole John the Baptist ap-
pears as a parallel character to Jesus as well.104 Several exegetes have observed 
that there are striking parallels between Mark’s passion stories of John the Bap-
tist and Jesus.105 Furthermore, in Jesus’s first announcement of his suffering 
and death, Mark’s Jesus relates his coming fate to that of John, who came as 
the suffering Elijah (9:9–13). Yet, at the same time the spatial settings of the 
stories of the executions of John and Jesus set both characters in contrast, and 
I will argue below that the contrast contributes to the Markan picture of Jesus’s 
superiority over John. A similar distinction appears from the modes of execu-
tion: crucifixion trumps beheading. 

Although my concern with Mark 6:14–29 in this chapter is to understand 
Mark’s use of geography in relation to John the Baptist, it follows from the 
discussion above that it must be kept in mind that in the end this story contrib-
utes to the identity of Jesus. 

                                                            
the model reader probably did not possess the extratextual knowledge necessary to appreci-
ate the irony. 

102 Fowler observed several parallels between the banquets: both are attended by a three-
fold group of diners (6:21; 6:39–40: συμπόσια συμπόσια / πρασιαὶ πρασιαί / κατὰ ἑκατὸν 
καὶ κατὰ πεντήκοντα; Loaves and Fishes, 85–86); both are attended by men only (6:21–22; 
6:44), as was customary at oriental banquets (Loaves and Fishes, 85–86); both conclude with 
a reference to serving vessels (Loaves and Fishes, 86). Cf. France, Mark, 260;  
Michael Hartmann, Der Tod Johannes’ des Täufers: Eine exegetische und rezeptionsge-
schichtliche Studie auf dem Hintergrund narrativer, intertextueller und kulturanthropologi-
scher Zugänge, SBB 45 (Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 2001), 159–62. 

103 Fowler, Loaves and Fishes, 121. 
104 Fowler, Loaves and Fishes, 123; Malbon, Company, 206–7. 
105 Joachim Gnilka, “Das Martyrium Johannes’ des Täufers (Mk 6,17–29),” in Orientie-

rung an Jesus: zur Theologie der Synoptiker. Für Josef Schmid, ed. Paul Hoffmann, Norbert 
Brox, and Wilhelm Pesch (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1973), 80–81; Wolff, “Bedeu-
tung,” 860–65; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 28–29; Stolle, Markusevangelium, 147–48; 
Camille Focant, “La tête du prophète sur un plat, ou, L’antirepas d’alliance (Mc 6.14–29),” 
NTS 46 (2001): 347–49; Christos Karakolis, “Narrative Funktion und christologische Be-
deutung der markinischen Erzählung vom Tod Johannes des Täufers (Mk 6:14–29),” NovT 
52 (2010): 134–55. Moloney notes that there are not only similarities, but also contrasts; 
Francis J. Moloney, “Mark 6:6b–30: Mission, the Baptist, and Failure,” CBQ 63 (2001): 659. 
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The Galilean Setting of John’s Execution 

The spatial setting of Herod’s banquet (and hence, of the execution of John the 
Baptist) is one of Herod’s palaces. The story implies that the banquet was held 
in the hall which served as reception room and triclinium,106 and that John is 
executed somewhere in the dungeons. 

Nowhere does Mark identify the palace in question, but the fact that Herod’s 
birthday party was attended by the leaders from Galilee (6:21) assumes a Gal-
ilean setting for the story. The model reader of Mark’s Gospel will thus have 
assumed that the Baptist was killed in a Herodian palace in Galilee.107 This 
does, however, not imply acquaintance with the actual historical situation.108 
The reader will naturally have assumed that such a palace must have been 
somewhere in Herod’s jurisdiction and in Mark’s Gospel Herod is exclusively 
associated with Galilee. 

Significance of John’s Execution in Galilee 

Scholarly discussion on the significance of geography in the Gospel of Mark 
has since long focused on the tension between Galilee and Jerusalem/Judea. 
Ernst Lohmeyer, followed by Robert Lightfoot, showed that in Mark’s Gospel 

                                                            
106 According to Ehud Netzer, “there was no clear-cut distinction in Herod’s palaces be-

tween reception halls and dining halls (triclinia). Each of the relevant halls appears to have 
served both functions;” Ehud Netzer, The Architecture of Herod, the Great Builder (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 248. 

107 Discussion about where John was killed is dominated by the relation to Josephus’s 
claim that John was killed at Machaerus (Ant. 18.116–119, see chapter 8 below). A harmo-
nizing reading is proposed by e.g. Charles H.H. Scobie, John the Baptist (Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1964), 181–82; Webb, John the Baptizer, 374 n.57; Reiner Riesner, “Johannes der 
Täufer auf Machärus,” BK 39 (1984): 176; Taylor, Mark, 311; Cranfield, Mark, 208. Schol-
ars arguing against such a reading include Carl H. Kraeling, John the Baptist (New York: 
Scribner’s Sons, 1951), 92; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 343; Marcus, Mark 1–8, 400; Col-
lins, Mark, 314. According to Theißen, Mark’s setting in Galilee reflects the political cir-
cumstances at the time the Gospel was written (which he dates during the reign of Agrippa); 
Gerd Theißen, Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte in den Evangelien: Ein Beitrag zur Ge-
schichte der synoptischen Tradition, NTOA 8 (Freiburg: Universitätsverlag; Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989), 91–94. The question where John was executed is relevant 
for the study of the historical John, but not for the model reader’s interpretation of Mark’s 
story, because there is no indication at all that the tradition on which Josephus bases his 
account is assumed in Mark’s narrative. 

108 Josephus claims Herod Antipas had built a palace in Tiberias (Life 64–68), the remains 
of which have probably been unearthed during excavations in 2004–2005. See Yizhar 
Hirschfeld and Katharina Galor, “New Excavations in Roman, Byzantine, and Early Islamic 
Tiberias,” in Religion, Ethnicity, and Identity in Ancient Galilee: A Region in Transition, ed. 
Jürgen Zangenberg, Harold W. Attridge, and Dale B. Martin, WUNT 210 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2007), 223–24. See also Jürgen Zangenberg, “Palast des Herodes Antipas in Tibe-
rias gefunden?” WUB 37 (2005): 70. 
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Galilee is the place of eschatological expectation, whereas Jerusalem is the 
place of hostility and rejection.109 Following their findings, Marxsen even char-
acterized Mark’s Gospel as “ein ‘galiläisches Evangelium.’”110 

Recent studies, most of which follow a narrative approach, have (in gen-
eral)111 confirmed the importance of the tension between Galilee and Jerusalem 
for the Gospel of Mark. R.T. France observes that “the three-stage progression 
(Galilee/on the way/Jerusalem) is widely noted, and several interpreters have 
taken it to be the principal structural basis of Mark’s story.”112 However, 
whereas Lohmeyer and Lightfoot focused on the socio-historical circumstances 
reflected in the contrast between Galilee and Jerusalem, modern studies em-
phasize its rhetorical effect, reflecting opposite responses to Jesus. Further-
more, they emphasize the concept of “the way” that bridges the opposition113 
and shifts the attention from the temple as the centre of religion to Jesus him-
self.114 

Where does this lead us with respect to the Galilean setting of John’s exe-
cution? The three-stage structure of Mark’s Gospel referred to above leads to 
the observation that the Galilean setting suggested for Herod’s party and John’s 
execution fits the Galilean setting of the surrounding chapters (1:16–8:21). In 
other words, the story’s setting is in conformation with the larger geographical 
framework in the Gospel of Mark. This does not exhaust the narrative effect of 
the Galilean setting of the story in question, though. Elizabeth Malbon observes 
a contrasting pattern between John the Baptist and Jesus: 

                                                            
109 Ernst Lohmeyer, Galiläa und Jerusalem, FRLANT 52 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 

Ruprecht, 1936); Robert Henry Lightfoot, Locality and Doctrine in the Gospels (New York: 
Harper, 1938). Based on their observations, Lohmeyer and Lightfoot assumed a dual origin 
for earliest Christianity (cult-oriented in Jerusalem, apocalyptic/eschatological in Galilee), 
but this reconstruction has now largely been abandoned; see esp. Günter Stemberger, “Gal-
ilee – Land of Salvation?,” appendix 4 in W.D. Davies, The Gospel and the Land: Early 
Christianity and Jewish Territorial Doctrine (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1974), 409–38. 

110 Marxsen, Evangelist, 59. 
111 See for a different approach Stewart, Gathered, 185–219, who observes not so much 

a tension between Galilee and Jerusalem, but between the city (Capernaum, Jerusalem) and 
the borderlands of civilization (wilderness, mountain), or rather, between the city’s social 
structures of temple and synagogue and the person of Jesus himself, who becomes the centre 
of spatial practice in Mark. 

112 France, Mark, 11 (see for discussion 11–15). Similar: Van Iersel, Mark, 75–86; Bor-
ing, Mark, 4–6. 

113 David Rhoads, Joanna Dewy, and Donald Michie, Mark as Story: An Introduction to 
the Narrative of a Gospel, 3rd ed. (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2012), 66–72; Elizabeth 
Struthers Malbon, Narrative Space and Mythic Meaning in Mark (San Francisco: Harper & 
Row, 1986), 168. 

114 France, Mark, 35; cf. Boring, Mark, 5, who observes that the central part (“the way”) 
begins and ends with the transition from blindness to sight. 



86  Chapter 3: John’s Geographical Setting in Mark 

Jesus preaches in Galilee (1:14) – and other places – and the people from Galilee – 
and other places (3:7–8) – come to him; he is arrested or handed over (15:1, 
paredōkan; also many other references); he is killed in Judea. This pattern parallels 
that of John’s career. But the geopolitical suborder also suggests that their parallel 
careers do not make Jesus and John equal in status. John’s ministry is centered in 
Judea, his death is among Galileans; Jesus’ ministry is centered in Galilee, his death 
is in Judea.115 

In my view, this is correct, but it raises the question why the climax of the 
contrast has the forerunner in Galilee (the place of acceptance) and Jesus him-
self in Judea (the place of rejection). Is this not in opposition to the larger story 
Mark wants to tell? In order to lift this tension, I propose to add one more 
contrast to the sequence: Mark’s Gospel ends in anticipation of Jesus’s appear-
ance in Galilee after his resurrection (14:28; 16:7). John, by contrast, remains 
in his grave (6:29). There is no expectation of a future reappearance. To my 
knowledge this has not been highlighted before, yet it is an important key to 
understand John’s execution in Galilee against the larger Markan geographical 
framework. Both John as the forerunner and Jesus himself have their destina-
tion in Galilee. But John remains dead and buried, whereas Jesus, by contrast, 
re-appears alive and well. 

D. Conclusion 
D. Conclusion 

In the Gospel of Mark, John the Baptist functions as a parallel character to 
Jesus: what happens to John anticipates what will happen to Jesus (and what 
will happen to Jesus’s followers), even though Jesus’s superiority over John is 
apparent from the outset. John’s role in Mark’s Gospel is the role of a forerun-
ner, identified in Mark’s Gospel as the Elijah “who must come first,” or more 
specifically, the suffering Elijah (9:11–13). 

Two passages from Mark’s Gospel in which a geographical setting is given 
(1:4–5) or suggested (6:14–29) for John the Baptist have been discussed. In 
Mark’s introduction (1:1–15), John’s presence as a messenger in the wilderness 
anticipates the revelation of God’s salvation which becomes apparent in Jesus’s 
announcement of the reign of God. John himself appears as the returned Elijah, 
who prepares the way for Jesus, the Stronger One coming after him. I have not 
found support for the idea that Mark understood John’s presence in the wilder-
ness as the announcement of a new exodus. 

In Mark’s story of John’s violent death a geographical setting in Galilee is 
suggested. John’s ministry in Judea and his execution in Galilee mirrors Jesus’s 
ministry in Galilee and his execution in Judea. However, whereas John’s story 

                                                            
115 Malbon, Narrative Space, 24. See also p. 69, discussing the spatial image of the way: 

“As John prepares the way for Jesus, Jesus points the way for the disciples.” 
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ends when he is buried in the grave, the story of Jesus does not, for Jesus’s 
return to Galilee is anticipated in the Gospel. The final appearance of both John 
and Jesus is in Galilee (either narrated or anticipated), but John is dead and 
Jesus alive. Again, the geographical setting thus contributes to the broader por-
trait of John as Jesus’s forerunner who nevertheless remains in a subordinate 
position. 

In both passages in Mark’s Gospel in which John the Baptist is portrayed in 
a geographical setting, then, this geographical setting contributes to Mark’s 
characterization of the Baptist and his role with respect to Jesus.



     

Chapter 4 

John’s Geographical Setting in Q 

John the Baptist figures prominently in Q.1 In fact, no other figure besides Jesus 
is given so much speech in Q, nor is any other figure the subject of so many 
sayings of Jesus. The opening passage consists of sayings attributed to John, 
announcing the coming judgement (Q 3:7–9,2 16–17). Later in Q, a brief nar-
rative tells about John sending his disciples to Jesus in order to enquire about 
his identity (Q 7:18–20), followed by sayings of Jesus about John (Q 7:24–28, 
31–35). Jesus’s conclusion regarding John’s place in salvation history (Q 
16:16)3 completes the collection of passages devoted to John. 

In this chapter, I will first briefly argue that even though Q is a hypothetical 
source which mainly consists of sayings, there is enough reason for studying 
narrative elements such as character and setting in Q. Next, I will explore 
John’s portrayal in Q. Subsequently, the two passages in which John appears 
in a specific geographical setting will be discussed. John’s own sayings (Q 3:7–
17) are allegedly uttered in the environs of the Jordan (Q 3:3). In Jesus’s say-
ings about John, the Baptist’s presence in the wilderness is presupposed (Q 
7:24). I will discuss whether these settings were indeed part of Q, and if so 
what their significance is in the light of John’s role in Q. 

A. Narrative Elements in a Reconstructed Text 
A. Narrative Elements in a Reconstructed Text 

Discussing John’s geographical setting in Q obviously assumes the existence 
of Q, as well as the possibility to fruitfully study Q from a narrative-critical 

                                                            
1 See, e.g., Christopher M. Tuckett, Q and the History of Early Christianity: Studies on 

Q (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1996), 108: “One of the more surprising features of Q is the 
amount of space devoted to John the Baptist.” 

2 In line with scholarly convention, references to passages in Q follow the versification 
of their Lukan counterparts. 

3 The location of the saying in Q is disputed, due to the different locations of the saying 
in Matthew and Luke. The editors of the Critical Edition of Q are divided over the question 
which of the evangelist retained the order of Q; Paul Hoffmann and Christoph Heil, eds., Die 
Spruchquelle Q: Studienausgabe, Griechisch und Deutsch (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft; Leuven: Peeters, 2002), 140. 
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perspective. Neither of these assumptions is universally accepted. In this sec-
tion, I will therefore clarify my position regarding the existence of Q, the re-
construction of its text, and the study of narrative elements in Q. 

The existence of Q is challenged by scholars who argue that assuming Luke 
knew both Mark and Matthew offers the best solution for the Synoptic problem 
(the Farrer-Goulder-Goodacre Hypothesis),4 or by those who argue for the 
Griesbach Hypothesis, claiming that Mark used both Matthew and Luke (who, 
in turn, also knew Matthew).5 However, with most scholars, I consider the 
Two-Document Hypothesis the most convincing theory for explaining the 
combination of similarities (due to Markan priority and Q) and the differences 
(due to the mutual independence of Matthew and Luke) in the Synoptic Tradi-
tion.6 

Because the text of Q is only available through reconstruction, uncertainties 
regarding the extent and wording of Q remain. Doubts exist with regard to pas-
sages in which Matthew and Luke show only little similarity,7 especially since 
some of the similarities can be plausibly explained by oral traditions.8 Like-
wise, the extent of the Mark-Q overlap is disputed.9 It is, for instance, fairly 
certain that the temptation of Jesus was part of Q, because there is significant 
agreement in the texts of Matthew and Luke over against Mark.10 However, in 
the passage on Jesus’s baptism, most similarities between Matthew and Luke 
over against Mark can plausibly be explained by independent redaction of 

                                                            
4 E.g. Austin M. Farrer, “On Dispensing with Q,” in Studies in the Gospels: Essays in 

Memory of R.H. Lightfoot, ed. D.E. Nineham (Oxford: Blackwell, 1955), 55–88; Michael D. 
Goulder, Luke: A New Paradigm, JSNTSup 20, 2 vols. (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1989), esp. 
1:3–128, 1:179–89; Mark Goodacre, The Case Against Q: Studies in Markan Priority and 
the Synoptic Problem (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 2002). 

5 E.g. William Reuben Farmer, The Synoptic Problem: A Critical Analysis, 2nd ed. (Ma-
con, GA: Mercer University Press, 1976), esp. 199–232. See for a critical assessment Chris-
topher M. Tuckett, The Revival of the Griesbach Hypothesis: An Analysis and Appraisal, 
SNTSMS 44 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983). Tuckett concludes that some 
form of the Two-Document Hypothesis is to be preferred over the Griesbach Hypothesis. 

6 E.g. B.H. Streeter, The Four Gospels: A Study of Origins, 4th ed. (London: Macmillan, 
1930), 149–331; F.G. Downing, “Towards the Rehabilitation of Q,” NTS 11 (1964–1965): 
169–81; Christopher M. Tuckett, “The Existence of Q,” in The Gospel behind the Gospels: 
Current Studies on Q, ed. Ronald A. Piper, NovTSup 75 (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 19–47; John 
S. Kloppenborg Verbin, Excavating Q: The History and Setting of the Sayings Gospel (Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 2000), 11–54; Harry T. Fleddermann, Q: A Reconstruction and Commen-
tary, BTS 1 (Leuven: Peeters, 2005), 3–68. 

7 See e.g. Fleddermann, Q, 71–73. 
8 Terence C. Mournet, Oral Tradition and Literary Dependency: Variability and Stability 

in the Synoptic Tradition and Q, WUNT 2/195 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005); James D.G. 
Dunn, The Oral Gospel Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2013), 80–108. 

9 Rudolf Laufen, Die Doppelüberlieferungen der Logienquelle und des Markusevangeli-
ums, BBB 54 (Bonn: Hanstein, 1980), 91–92; Fleddermann, Q, 75–77. 

10 Laufen, Doppelüberlieferungen, 126–55. 
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Mark’s text and therefore it is uncertain whether or not the passage was part of 
Q.11 Even more complex is the inclusion in Q of traditions retained by either 
Matthew or Luke only.12 In this chapter, I will take my point of departure in 
the Critical Edition of Q.13 I do not assume, however, that this reconstruction 
is the final word on the matter. I will therefore discuss the evidence for and 
against the inclusion in Q and the wording of disputed passages that are signif-
icant for my argumentation. Not everywhere, however, will it be possible to 
reach firm conclusions regarding the text of Q. 

Most Q-scholars believe that Q in its final form consists of various redac-
tional layers.14 According to John Kloppenborg the sayings of and about John 
were added in the second of three redactional layers (Q2).15 Dale Allison locates 
these traditions in the third and final layer.16 Clare Rothschild, by contrast, ar-
gues that the first stage of Q consisted of a document containing sayings of 
John the Baptist, some of which were later attributed to Jesus.17 According to 
Yoseop Ra, passages on John the Baptist as well as Jesus were added to Q in 

                                                            
11 See for discussion Laufen, Doppelüberlieferungen, 83; John S. Kloppenborg, The For-

mation of Q: Trajectories in Ancient Wisdom Collections, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
2007), 84–85; Fleddermann, Q, 233–35. The International Q Project includes the passage 
with a {D} evaluation, indicating a high amount of uncertainty; James M. Robinson, Paul 
Hoffmann, and John S. Kloppenborg, eds., The Critical Edition of Q: Synopsis including the 
Gospels of Matthew and Luke, Mark and Thomas with English, German, and French Trans-
lations of Q and Thomas (Leuven: Peeters, 2000), 18–21. However, “[d]ie Berührungen von 
Matthäus und Lukas sowie die Tatsache, dass die folgende Versuchungsgeschichte die Be-
zeichnung Jesu als Sohn Gottes verwendet, veranlassten JMR [James M. Robinson] und PH 
[Paul Hoffmann] eine Erwähnung der Taufe Jesu in Q mit {C} vorauszusetzen” (Hoffmann 
and Heil, Spruchquelle, 118). Fleddermann does not include the passage in his reconstruction 
of Q. 

12 See for discussion Kloppenborg, Excavating Q, 96–99; Fleddermann, Q, 73–74. 
13 Robinson, Hoffmann, and Kloppenborg, Critical Edition. 
14 Several proposals and the methodological issues involved are discussed by John S. 

Kloppenborg, “The Sayings Gospel Q: Literary and Stratigraphic Problems,” in Symbols and 
Strata: Essays on the Sayings Gospel Q, ed. Risto Uro, PFES 65 (Helsinki: Finnish Exeget-
ical Society; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996), 1–66. Contra Harry Fleddermann, 
who claims that Q “represents rather an original work written by a single author following a 
unified artistic and theological conception” (Fleddermann, Q, 124–28, quotation taken from 
p. 124). 

15 Kloppenborg, Formation, 89–245. 
16 Dale C. Allison, The Jesus Tradition in Q (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 1997), 30–36. 
17 Clare K. Rothschild, Baptist Traditions and Q, WUNT 190 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 

2005). According to Richard Valantasis the sayings in Q 3:7–9, attributed to John the Baptist 
by Matthew and Luke, “may also be placed on the lips of Jesus” in the context of Q; Richard 
Valantasis, The New Q: A Fresh Translation with Commentary (London: T&T Clark, 2005), 
46. 
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each of its four (!) redactional stages.18 In my view, these different outcomes 
reflect the methodical difficulty of reconstructing the redactional history of a 
hypothetical text and by consequence the large role of presuppositions involved 
in the reconstruction. Be this as it may, in keeping with the general approach 
taken in this study, I take the “final form” of Q (by which I mean the form 
which is assumed to be the predecessor of Matthew and Luke) as my point of 
departure in discussing the role of John’s geographical setting in Q. 

In the second half of the twentieth century, consensus emerged among Q 
scholars that Q is not so much a random collection of sayings of Jesus and 
John, but that Q, at least in its final form, is a literary unity19 and may even 
have its own theology.20 Scholars increasingly refer to Q as a gospel, rather 
than a sayings source.21 Building upon the idea of Q as a unified whole, several 
scholars over the past few decades have successfully applied elements of nar-
rative criticism to Q. Arto Järvinen focuses on Q’s characterization,22 John 
Kloppenborg on spatial settings,23 and Arne Bork on both.24 Michael Labahn 
provides a narrative-critical study of Q in order to appreciate more fully how 
Q deals with history.25 The works of these scholars show that despite the un-
certainties resulting from Q’s hypothetical character and despite the predomi-
nance of sayings and dialogues, Q comprises a sufficient amount of narrative 
elements to fruitfully study Q with narrative-critical techniques.26 Harry 

                                                            
18 Yoseop Ra, Q: The First Writing about Jesus (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2016). 

His reconstruction of Q’s redactional history is summarized on pages 238–42.  
19 E.g. Arland D. Jacobson, “The Literary Unity of Q,” JBL 101 (1982): 365–89; Klop-

penborg, Excavating Q, 66–72. In his discussion of the unity and plurality of Q, Delbert 
Burkett concludes that “[t]he double tradition seems to exhibit unity with respect to order 
and features of style and theme, but plurality with respect to wording in the parallels”; Del-
bert Burkett, The Unity and Plurality of Q, vol. 2 of Rethinking the Gospel Sources (Atlanta: 
Society of Biblical Literature, 2009), 213. 

20 Paul Hoffmann, Studien zur Theologie der Logienquelle, 2nd ed., NTAbh 8 (Münster: 
Aschendorff, 1975); Fleddermann, Q, 129–54; Markus Tiwald, Die Logienquelle: Text, Kon-
text, Theologie (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2016), 149–81. 

21 Frans Neirynck, “Q: From Source to Gospel,” ETL 71 (1995): 421–30. 
22 Arto Järvinen, “The Son of Man and His Followers: A Q Portrait of Jesus,” in Charac-

terization in the Gospels: Reconceiving Narrative Criticism, ed. David Rhoads and Kari 
Syreeni, JSNTSup 184 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 180–222. 

23 John S. Kloppenborg, “City and Wasteland: Narrative World and the Beginning of the 
Sayings Gospel (Q),” Semeia 52 (1990): 145–60. 

24 Arne Bork, Die Raumsemantik und Figurensemantik der Logienquelle, WUNT 2/404 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015). 

25 Michael Labahn, Der Gekommene als Wiederkommender: Die Logienquelle als er-
zählte Geschichte, ABIG 32 (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2010). 

26 See also Ruben Zimmermann, “Metaphorology and Narratology in Q Exegesis: Liter-
ary Methodology as an Aid to Understanding the Q Text,” in Metaphor, Narrative, and Par-
ables in Q, ed. Dieter T. Roth, Ruben Zimmermann, and Michael Labahn, WUNT 315 (Tü-
bingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 6: “Even if the Q text cannot be reconstructed with absolute 
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Fleddermann’s claim that Q is in itself a full-fledged narrative, the plot of 
which develops through the gaps between the sayings and dialogues,27 is in my 
view an overstatement of the case.28 

B. John in Q 
B. John in Q 

John appears in Q as a prophet, not only because of the focus on his sayings 
(concurring with the focus on sayings and dialogues in Q as a whole), but also 
because he is explicitly identified as such, and even as “more than a prophet” 
(Q 7:26).29 In contrast to Mark, “Q nahm im wesentlichen die Verkündigung 
des Johannes auf, an der Taufe selbst zeigt sie kein spezielles Interesse.”30 In 
fact, in contrast to the rest of the Synoptic tradition, there is no indication that 
John’s nickname “Baptist” even occurred in Q.31 Moreover, Q’s John is an es-
chatological prophet. According to Walter Wink, Q demonstrates “John’s sig-
nificance for the eschatological crisis created by the presence of Jesus.”32 It is, 
therefore, “with John … that the decisive radicalism of the kingdom preaching 
begins.”33 

Paul Hoffmann aptly summarizes John’s message in Q in three emphases.34 
First, there is a strong emphasis on judgement.35 In apocalyptic fashion, the 
                                                            
certainty from the readings in Matthew and Luke, it is possible to make plausible statements 
about its composition … when considering textual characteristics that go beyond the word 
level, such as … narrative elements of Q.” 

27 Fleddermann, Q, 100–110. See also Harry T. Fleddermann, “The Plot of Q,” ETL 88 
(2012): 43–69. 

28 A more nuanced stance is taken by Witetschek, who on the basis of Marie-Laure Ryan’s 
criteria for considering a text as a narrative argues that “Q would belong to the category of 
‘embryonic narrativity.’ Q may thus not meet all the criteria for a fully developed narrative, 
but this does not warrant the conclusion that Q is devoid of all narrativity”; Stephan 
Witetschek, “What Did John Hear? The Reconstruction of Q 7:18–19 and its Implications,” 
NovT 56 (2014): 245–60, quotation from 259. 

29 Migaku Sato claims that John and Jesus both appear as prophets in Q. Moreover, in 
contrast to the leading view that the genre of Q is that of the Wisdom literature, Sato claims 
that Q as a whole belongs to the genre of prophecy; Migaku Sato, Q und Prophetie, WUNT 
2/29 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1988). 

30 Hoffmann, Studien, 22. Cf. Kloppenborg, Formation, 105; Robert L. Webb, John the 
Baptizer and Prophet: A Socio-Historical Study, JSNTSup 62 (Sheffield: Sheffield Aca-
demic Press, 1991), 50. 

31 For this reason I will refer to the Baptist in this chapter predominantly as “John,” and 
use the epithet “Baptist” for stylistic reasons only. 

32 Walter Wink, John the Baptist in the Gospel Tradition, SNTSMS 7 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1968), 18. 

33 Wink, John the Baptist, 20. 
34 Hoffmann, Studien, 26. 
35 Hoffmann, Studien, 26. 
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coming judgement is expressed metaphorically as fire.36 However, in contrast 
to earlier scholars, many of whom regarded John exclusively as a prophet of 
judgement, Hoffmann rightly notes: “Der einleitende Drohruf motiviert die 
zentrale … Forderung der Predigt: die Frucht der Umkehr.”37 John’s message 
thus comprises judgement as well as repentance, unquenchable fire as well as 
salvation.38 Second, John’s message of judgement is characterized by Naher-
wartung, an emphasis on imminent judgement.39 Third, John’s sayings are fo-
cused on the Coming One, who will come after John as “the stronger one” (ὁ 
ἰσχυρότερος). It is not clear, however, whether Q’s John expects the Coming 
One’s baptism to be a single baptism “in fire” (ἐν πυρί)40 or “in a fiery wind” 

                                                            
36 Hoffmann, Studien, 29. 
37 Hoffmann, Studien, 27. 
38 Cf. Josef Ernst, Johannes der Täufer: Interpretation – Geschichte – Wirkungsge-

schichte, BZNW 53 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1989), 45: “Der Tenor der Täuferpredigt wird erst 
dann richtig erfaßt, wenn die Spannung zwischen den beiden Leitmotiven Umkehr und Ge-
richt erhalten bleibt.” See also T.W. Manson, The Sayings of Jesus (London: SCM, 1949), 
41; Friedrich Lang, “Erwägungen zur eschatologischen Verkündigung Johannes des Täuf-
ers,” in Jesus Christus in Historie und Theologie: Neutestamentliche Festschrift für Hans 
Conzelmann zum 60. Geburtstag, ed. Georg Strecker (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1975), 459–
73; Peter Wolf, “Gericht und Reich Gottes bei Johannes und Jesus,” in Gegenwart und kom-
mendes Reich: Schülergabe Anton Vögtle zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Peter Fiedler and Dieter 
Zeller, SBB (Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1975), 43–49; Robert L. Webb, “The Acti-
vity of John the Baptist’s Expected Figure at the Threshing Floor (Matthew 3.12 = Luke 
3.17),” JSNT 43 (1991): 103–11; Michael Tilly, Johannes der Täufer und die Biographie 
der Propheten: Die synoptische Täuferüberlieferung und das jüdische Prophetenbild zur 
Zeit des Täufers, BWANT 137 (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1994), 103–4; Helmut Merklein, 
“Gericht und Heil: Zur heilsamen Funktion des Gerichts bei Johannes dem Täufer, Jesus und 
Paulus,” in Studien zu Jesus und Paulus II, WUNT 105 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1998), 
60–81; Michael Wolter, “‘Gericht’ und ‘Heil’ bei Jesus von Nazareth und Johannes dem 
Täufer: Semantische und pragmatische Beobachtungen,” in Der historische Jesus: Tenden-
zen und Perspektiven der gegenwärtigen Forschung, ed. Jens Schröter and Ralph Brucker, 
BZNW 114 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2002), 355–92. Contra Stephanie von Dobbeler, Das Ge-
richt und das Erbarmen Gottes: Die Botschaft Johannes des Täufers und ihre Rezeption bei 
den Johannesjüngern im Rahmen der Theologiegeschichte des Frühjudentums, BBB 70 
(Frankfurt am Main: Athenäum, 1988), 78: “Der eigentlichen Grund für den Umkehrruf ist 
nicht die Aussicht auf Heil, sondern die Apodiktik des Gerichts.” 

39 See e.g. Hoffmann, Studien, 28. According to Kazmierski the metaphor even implies 
that the judgement has in fact already begun; Carl R. Kazmierski, “The Stones of Abraham: 
John the Baptist and the End of Torah (Matt 3,7–10 par. Luke 3,7–9),” Bib 68 (1987): 30. 
Most scholars, however, interpret the text with reference to a future judgement, however 
near that future may be. 

40 So e.g. Adolf Harnack, Sprüche und Reden Jesu: Die zweite Quelle des Matthäus und 
Lukas, vol. 2 of Beiträge zur Einleitung in das Neue Testament (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1907), 8 
(“am wahrscheinlichsten”); Maurice Goguel, Au seuil de l’évangile: Jean-Baptiste (Paris: 
Payot, 1928), 40; Steve Mason, “Fire, Water and Spirit: John the Baptist and the Tyranny of 
Canon,” SR 21/2 (1992) 168–74. 
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(interpreting ἐν πνεύματι καὶ πυρί as a hendiadys),41 or a dual baptism “in the 
[holy] spirit and fire” (ἐν πνεύματι [ἁγίῳ] καὶ πυρί),42 judgement as well as 
salvation.43 Be this as it may, although some have argued that the historical 
John expected Yahweh himself to be the Coming One,44 in the context of Q 
John’s announcement of the Coming One unambiguously refers to Jesus (cf. Q 
7:18–23).45 In addition to these three points summarized by Hoffmann, two 
more emphases can be observed, the first of which concerns Elijah: “Although 
the name of the prophet Elijah does not appear, Jesus has implicitly identified 
J[ohn the] B[aptist] as Elijah-returned,”46 as becomes clear in Q 7:27. Ernst 
Bammel, finally, conceives of Q’s John as “a teacher, as an interpreter of Scrip-
ture.”47 Although this emphasis is not as apparent at first sight as those listed 
above, it nevertheless does justice to the abundance of Old Testament allusions 
in the sayings attributed to John.48 

                                                            
41 Robert Eisler, The Messiah Jesus and John the Baptist according to Flavius Josephus’ 

Recently Rediscovered ‘Capture of Jerusalem’ and Other Jewish and Christian Sources, 
trans. Alexander Haggerty Krappe (New York: Dial, 1931), 275–80; Carl H. Kraeling, John 
the Baptist (New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1951), 58–64; Charles Kingsley Barrett, The Holy 
Spirit and the Gospel Tradition (New York: Macmillan, 1947), 126. 

42 Ernst Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, vol. 1 of Das Urchristentum (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1932), 82–86; Laufen, Doppelüberlieferung, 93–97. According 
to Harry Fleddermann, “John and the Coming One (Matt 3:11–12//Luke 3:16–17),” SBLSP 
23 (1984): 377–84, the “pre-Q saying” read ἐν πυρί, which Q has redacted into ἐν πνεύματι 
ἁγίῳ καὶ πυρί. 

43 James D.G. Dunn, “Spirit-and-Fire Baptism,” NovT 14 (1972): 81–92; J. Daryl Charles, 
“The ‘Coming One’/‘Stronger One’ and His Baptism: Matt 3:11–12, Mark 1:8, Luke 3:16–
17,” Pneuma 11 (1989): 37–50. 

44 Paul G. Bretscher, “‘Whose Sandals?’ (Matt 3 11),” JBL 86 (1967): 81–87; John J. 
Hughes, “John the Baptist: The Forerunner of God Himself,” NovT 14 (1972): 191–218; 
Knut Backhaus, “Echoes from the Wilderness: The Historical John the Baptist,” in Hand-
book for the Study of the Historical Jesus, ed. Tom Holmén and Stanley E. Porter, 4 vols. 
(Leiden: Brill, 2011), 2:1770–73. Contra Webb, John the Baptizer, 284–88; Joel Marcus, 
John the Baptist in History and Theology, SPNT (Columbia: University of South Carolina 
Press, 2018), 188 n. 7. 

45 Hoffmann, Studien, 25. Cf. Siegfried Schulz, Q: Die Spruchquelle der Evangelisten 
(Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 1972), 192–95; Tuckett, Q, 127; Ulrich B. Müller, Johannes 
der Täufer: Jüdischer Prophet und Wegbereiter Jesu, BG 6 (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlags-
anstalt, 2002), 105–7. 

46 W. Barnes Tatum, John the Baptist and Jesus: A Report of the Jesus Seminar (Sonoma, 
CA: Polebridge, 1994), 41. See also Tuckett, Q, 133. 

47 Ernst Bammel, “The Baptist in Early Christian Tradition,” NTS 18 (1971–1972): 100. 
48 See, e.g., Marius Reiser, Die Gerichtspredigt Jesu: Eine Untersuchung zur eschatolo-

gischen Verkündigung Jesu und ihrem frühjüdischen Hintergrund, NTAbh 23 (Münster: 
Aschendorff, 1990), 154–82; James D.G. Dunn, “John the Baptist’s Use of Scripture,” in 
The Gospels and the Scriptures of Israel, ed. Craig A. Evans and W. Richard Stegner, 
JSNTSup 104, SSEJC 3 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994), 42–54; Fleddermann, 
Q, 387. 
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Scholars have wrestled with the question how to characterize the position 
given to John over against Jesus, especially in the light of the sayings collected 
in Q 7:18–35 (cf. 16:16). The problem is poignantly summarized by William 
Arnal: 

Some texts present Jesus and John as nearly equal colleagues: Q 7:35, for instance, 
refers to both as children of Wisdom. Elsewhere in the document, however, this inex-
plicably high assessment of John is flatly contradicted: for example, in Q 7:28, which 
apparently goes so far as to exclude John from the kingdom.49 

In his discussion of John’s role in Q, Walter Wink argues that the ambiguity 
and the subordination of John to Jesus shows that “[a]pparently Jesus’ adula-
tion of John … has become a source of embarrassment to the church.”50 Wink’s 
observation that in Q John is subordinated to Jesus is shared by Schulz51 and 
by Webb.52 Hoffmann argues, however, that the connection between John and 
Jesus in Q is so strong, that even though it is clear that Jesus is the stronger one 
who will come after John (Q 3:16; cf. 7:18–23), the emphasis is on John and 
Jesus belonging together.53 Today, this has become the dominant view, as is, 
for instance, apparent from the works of Tuckett,54 Herzig,55 and others.56 

The increasing emphasis on Q as a unified text has enriched the perception 
of Q’s portrayal of John the Baptist. Risto Uro emphasizes that the theological 
motifs in Q’s section on John the Baptist recur elsewhere in Q with reference 

                                                            
49 William Arnal, “Redactional Fabrication and Group Legitimation: The Baptist’s 

Preaching in Q 3:7–9, 16–17,” in Conflict and Invention: Literary, Rhetorical, and Social 
Studies on the Sayings Gospel Q, ed. John S. Kloppenborg (Valley Forge, PN: Trinity, 1995), 
165–80 (quotation from 165). Arnal claims that the contradiction reflects the situation that 
the Q community was not interested in John’s position, but only in his preaching, which was 
fabricated by the community. This is not very convincing, however, given the sheer amount 
of sayings in Q with respect to John’s role in salvation history. Leif E. Vaage, “More Than 
a Prophet, and Demon-Possessed: Q and the ‘Historical’ John,” in Kloppenborg, Conflict 
and Invention, 181–202, agrees with most of Arnal’s claims, but explains the contradictory 
statements about John’s role by assigning the sayings in questions to different strata of Q. 
However, that Matthew and Luke both retain Q’s sayings collection of 7:18–35 suggests that 
they did not take the sayings as too strong a contradiction. 

50 Wink, John the Baptist, 24; cf. Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 77. 
51 Schulz, Q, 203. 
52 Webb, John the Baptizer, 50. 
53 Hoffmann, Studien, 213, 233. See also Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, 18–19. 
54 Tuckett, Q, 126–37. 
55 Ferenc Herzig, Johannes der Täufer in der ‘Logienquelle’: Das Bild des Täufers in 

sich bei Matthäus und Lukas über Markus hinaus gleichenden Darstellungen (Munich: Grin, 
2010), 28–31. 

56 E.g. Müller, Johannes der Täufer, 108–111. Benedict Viviano even argues that the 
saying about John being the least in the kingdom (Q 7:28) when read in the light of Dan 4:14 
is a tribute to John; Benedict T. Viviano, “The Least in the Kingdom: Matthew 11:11, Its 
Parallel in Luke 7:28 (Q), and Daniel 4:14,” CBQ 62 (2000): 41–54. 
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to Jesus.57 John’s role in Q is thus not an isolated one; he is a prophet pointing 
away from himself towards Jesus58 and simultaneously appearing alongside Je-
sus over against “this generation” (Q 7:31–35). Harry Fleddermann summa-
rizes the movement of thought in the first part of Q59 as follows: 

In the opening pericope of Q John points toward One Coming after him who is more 
powerful than him. The author of Q introduces the main character immediately in 
Jesus’ Temptations and goes on to present Jesus as teacher and healer in the Sermon 
and the Centurion’s Servant. Now [at the end of the first section] John poses the first 
of the two questions that dominate the gospel genre: ‘Who is Jesus?’60 

In his discussion of the main characters in Q, Arne Bork likewise treats John 
as the most prominent protagonist of Jesus, who is the hero of the story.61 

C. In the Environs of the Jordan 
C. In the Environs of the Jordan 

According to the reconstruction of Q in the Critical Edition, the first geograph-
ical setting in which John appears is “in all the environs of the Jordan” (Q 3:3 
πᾶσα ἡ περίχωρος τοῦ Ἰορδάνου). Before I will evaluate interpretations that 
have been forwarded for this phrase, I will discuss whether it was indeed part 
of Q. 

John in the Environs of the Jordan (Q 3:3) 

It is not self-evident that the reference to John’s appearance in the environs of 
the Jordan (πᾶσα ἡ περίχωρος τοῦ Ἰορδάνου) was in Q. That some introduction 
must have preceded Q 3:7–9, the first undisputed pericope of Q, is widely 
acknowledged, and for good reasons.62 The extent of the introduction is de- 

                                                            
57 Risto Uro, “John the Baptist and the Jesus Movement: What Does Q Tell Us?,” in 

Piper, Gospel, 231–57. Clare Rothschild emphasizes that besides similarities (in some cases 
even double attribution of sayings), Q also contains contradictions between John and Jesus 
(Rothschild, Baptist Traditions, 83–98). 

58 Cf. Wendy Cotter, “‘Yes, I Tell You, and More Than a Prophet’: The Function of John 
in Q,” in Kloppenborg, Conflict and Invention, 135–50. 

59 Scholars who hold that a literary structure of Q can reliably be reconstructed, hold that 
the passages on the Baptist (Q 3; 7:18–35) encompass the first of five sections of Q; Manson, 
Sayings, 5, 71; Arland D. Jacobson, The First Gospel: An Introduction to Q (Sonoma, CA: 
Polebridge, 1992), 77–129; Allison, Jesus Tradition, 8–11. 

60 Fleddermann, Q, 371. 
61 Bork, Raumsemantik, 246–53. 
62 See, e.g., James M. Robinson, “The Incipit of the Sayings Gospel Q,” RHPR 75 (1995), 

12: “The text of Q can hardly have begun abruptly with such a quotation formula (3:7a) 
introducing John (not mentioned there by name!), since it is after all a collection of sayings 
ascribed in Q to Jesus. (These opening sayings could not have been ascribed in Q to Jesus, 



  C. In the Environs of the Jordan  97 

bated, however, and opinions vary from a simple “John said”63 to a complete 
pericope including at least a reference to the location of John’s appearance (see 
below), a reference to his baptism (cf. Mark 1:4), and the quotation from Isa 
40:3 (cf. Mark 1:2).64 The International Q Project takes an intermediate posi-
tion and reads “<…> Ἰωάννη… <…> πᾶσα…η…περίχωρο… τοῦ Ἰορδάνοῦ 
<…>.”65 

The most important reason for including the reference to πᾶσα ἡ περίχωρος 
τοῦ Ἰορδάνου in Q is the agreement of Matthew and Luke against Mark.66 The 
occurrence of five consecutive similar words can easily be explained if the 
phrase was in Q, even though Matthew and Luke adopt the phrase in a some-
what different way. In Luke 3:3 John himself comes εἰς πᾶσαν [τὴν]67 
περίχωρον τοῦ Ἰορδάνου. In Matthew 3:5 Jerusalem, Judea, and πᾶσα ἡ 
περίχωρος τοῦ Ἰορδάνου goes out to John to receive baptism. 

Frans Neirynck convincingly argues, however, that the occurrence of the 
phrase in Matthew and Luke results from independent redaction of Mark 1:5 
(ἐξεπορεύετο πᾶσα ἡ Ἰουδαία χώρα καὶ οἱ Ἱεροσολυμῖται πάντες … καὶ 
ἐβαπτίζοντο … ἐν τῷ Ἰορδάνῃ ποταμῷ).68 He observes a similar transition from 

                                                            
for Q 3:16, in the light of Q 7:19, is spoken about Jesus by someone other than Jesus, i.e. by 
John.)” 

63 Harry T. Fleddermann, “The Beginning of Q,” SBLSP 24 (1985): 153–59; Frans Nei-
rynck, “The First Synoptic Pericope: The Appearance of John the Baptist in Q?,” ETL 72 
(1996): 41–74. 

64 Jacobson, First Gospel, 80–81; David R. Catchpole, “The Beginning of Q: A Proposal,” 
NTS 38 (1992): 205–21. Cf. Jan Lambrecht, “John the Baptist and Jesus in Mark 1.1–15: 
Markan Redaction of Q?” NTS 38 (1992): 357–84. Cautiously Sato, Q, 21 (“wohl möglich, 
aber unsicher”); Dieter Zeller, Kommentar zur Logienquelle, SKKNT 21, 3rd ed. (Stuttgart: 
Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1993), 17 (“vielleicht”). 

65 Robinson, Hoffmann, and Kloppenborg, Critical Edition, 4–7; cf. Robinson, “Incipit,” 
9–33.  

66 Lambrecht, “John the Baptist,” 363–64, adopts the Matthean form. The Lukan form is 
preferred by Catchpole, “Beginning,” 217. Most scholars who include the geographical ref-
erence, however, leave the matter undecided. See, e.g., Jacobson, First Gospel, 80; Sato, Q, 
21; Robinson, Hoffmann, and Kloppenborg, Critical Edition, 4–7; Kloppenborg, Excavating 
Q, 94. 

67 The evidence for the absence (e.g., A B L N) or presence of the article (e.g., א C D K 
f1.13) is fairly balanced and it is not possible to decide whether the article was in Luke’s 
original text; cf. Ian Howard Marshall, The Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek 
Text, NIGTC (Exeter: Paternoster; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 135, “The omission may 
be accidental.” There is, therefore, no firm basis for drawing any conclusion regarding the 
relation between Q and Luke from either the hypothetical presence or the hypothetical ab-
sence of the article. 

68 Neirynck, “First Synoptic Pericope,” 64–70. See also Joachim Gnilka, Das Matthäus-
evangelium, HThKNT, 2 vols. (Freiburg: Herder, 1986), 1:64 n. 2. 
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Mark’s χώρα into περίχωρος in Matt 14:35.69 With respect to Luke, he refers 
to three other references that seem to build upon Mark’s περίχωρος-phrase in 
Mark 1:28 (Luke 4:14b; 4:37; 7:17),70 which suggests a certain preference for 
περίχωρος-phrases on the side of Luke. Moreover, although in 8:26 Luke re-
tains Mark’s χώρα-phrase, in 8:37 he refers to the same area using περίχωρος.71 
Once it is recognised, furthermore, that phrases combining πᾶς and περίχωρος 
are not uncommon in the Septuagint (see below), the likelihood that Matthew 
and Luke adopted their wordings independently from Mark increases even 
more. 

Because there are good reasons to ascribe the agreement of Matthew and 
Luke to independent redaction of Mark 1:5, it is best, in my judgement, not to 
include the phrase in a reconstruction of Q. Absolute certainty on the matter 
can, however, not be reached.72 It is, therefore, still advisable to discuss the 
interpretations that have been proposed for the phrase, which I will do below. 

Significance of John’s Presence in the Environs of the Jordan 

According to John Kloppenborg, πᾶσα ἡ περίχωρος τοῦ Ἰορδάνου alludes to 
the story of judgement on Sodom. This idea builds upon the observation, made 
earlier by Marie-Joseph Lagrange in his commentary on Luke73 and by C.C. 
McCown with respect to Q,74 that the phrase reflects the Hebrew ִּכַּכר ַהַּיְרֵּדן, 
referring to the (southern) Jordan Valley (cf. Gen 13:10–11; 2 Chr 4:17). How-
ever, whereas McCown holds that there is insufficient evidence to conclude 
that an allusion to Sodom is in view,75 Kloppenborg argues that such an allu-
sion is intended indeed.76 Kloppenborg claims that in the Septuagint πᾶσα ἡ 

                                                            
69 Neirynck, “First Synoptic Pericope,” 65. Neirynck also demonstrates that if Matt 3:5–

6 depends on Mark 1:4–5, Matthew’s editorial activity shows similarities to the transition 
from Mark 3:8 to Matt 4:25 (Neirynck, “First Synoptic Pericope,” 66–67). In their commen-
tary on Matt 3:5, Davies and Allison note that “περίχωρος … could either derive from Q (cf. 
Lk 3.3) or be redactional (as it is in 14.35);” W.D. Davies and Dale C. Allison, The Gospel 
according to Saint Matthew, ICC, 3 vols. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1988), 1:298. 

70 Neirynck, “First Synoptic Pericope,” 68–69. 
71 Neirynck, “First Synoptic Pericope,” 69. 
72 Cf. Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 90; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke: 

Introduction, Translation, and Notes, AYB 28, 2 vols. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1981–1985, repr. 2010), 1:452. 

73 Marie-Joseph Lagrange, Évangile selon Saint Luc, EBib (Paris: Lecoffre, 1921), 104. 
74 C.C. McCown, “The Scene of John’s Ministry and Its Relation to the Purpose and 

Outcome of His Mission,” JBL 59 (1940): 116. 
75 McCown, “Scene,” 123. 
76 Kloppenborg, “City and Wasteland,” 151–52; Excavating Q, 118–21; followed by 

Rothschild, Baptist Traditions, 99–100. Similarly with respect to Luke: Peter Böhlemann, 
Jesus und der Täufer: Schlüssel zur Theologie und Ethik des Lukas, SNTSMS 99 (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 166. 
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περίχωρος τοῦ Ἰορδάνου (abbreviated to πᾶσα ἡ περίχωρος and πᾶσα ἡ 
περίοικος in Gen 19) occurs principally in connection with Lot and Sodom.77 
Moreover, the reference to Sodom in Q 10:12 demonstrates that the story of 
judgement on Sodom was not unknown to Q. Kloppenborg also refers to Q 
17:28–29,78 but it is doubtful whether this passage really belonged to Q.79 Klop-
penborg finds support for the claim that Q 3:3 alludes to Lot in John’s speech 
itself: “[T]he images of flight (3:7b …) and fiery destruction (Q 3:9, 16d, 17) 
are for obvious reasons associated with Lot.”80 

However, the phrase πᾶσα ἡ περίχωρος τοῦ Ἰορδάνου is not as exclusively 
connected to Sodom as Kloppenborg claims. The exact phrase, admittedly, oc-
curs twice in Gen 13:10–11 in relation to Sodom, but Sodom is not in view in 
2 Chr 4:17, nor in 3 Kgdms 7:33 LXX where the related ἐν τῷ περιοίκῳ τοῦ 
Ἰορδάνου translates ִּכַּכר ַהַּיְרֵּדן from 1 Kgs 7:46. Moreover, phrases combining 
πᾶς and περίχωρος/περίοικος, such as occur in Gen 19, are not uncommon in 
the Septuagint and by no means restricted to the story of Lot and Sodom.81 I 
concur, therefore, with Robert Tannehill: “If John’s ministry was associated 
with the Jordan and one wanted to refer to this region, this phrase would be a 
natural way to do it, quite apart from any reference to Lot.”82 Moreover, the 
images of flight and of fiery judgement, which Kloppenborg relates to Lot, are 
very common in judgement scenes in Old Testament prophetic literature, which 
is where most scholars find the background for John’s sayings,83 not in the last 

                                                            
77 Kloppenborg, “City and Wasteland,” 151; Excavating Q, 119. 
78 Kloppenborg, “City and Wasteland,” 152. 
79 Luke 7:28–29 has no parallel in Matthew. Kloppenborg, Formation, 157, explains the 

absence of a Matthean parallel from Matthean redaction of Q. Paul Hoffmann notes that in 
the International Q Project’s session Kloppenborg “entscheidet sich für die Zugehörigkeit 
des Vergleichs mit den Zeitgenossen Lots zu Q mit {C}. Das IQP und PH [Paul Hoffmann] 
schließen sie mit {B} aus … JMR [James M. Robinson] bleibt unentschieden” (Hoffmann 
and Heil, Spruchquelle Q, 144). The Critical Edition includes the passage with only a {D}-
rating (Robinson, Hoffmann, and Kloppenborg, Critical Edition, 516–17). According to 
Fleddermann, Luke 7:28–29 is most likely a Lukan addition to Q, because the wording con-
tains some typical Lukan characteristics and because reduplication of a Q passage (in this 
case Q 7:26–27) fits the pattern of Lukan redaction (Fleddermann, Q, 823). 

80 Kloppenborg, “City and Wasteland,” 151. 
81 Phrases combining πᾶς and περίχωρος include Deut 3:4, 13–14; 1 Chr 5:16; 2 Chr 16:4; 

Jdt 3:7. Phrases with περίχωρος (without πᾶς), followed by a geographical entity include 
Deut 34:3 (Jericho) and Neh 3:9, 12, 14, 16–18 (Jerusalem and several other places). Phrases 
combining πᾶς and περίοικος include Deut 1:7 and Jer 30:5 LXX (= Hebrew 49:5). 

82 Robert C. Tannehill, “Beginning to Study ‘How Gospels Begin,’” Semeia 52 (1990): 
190. Cf. Labahn, Gekommene, 466. 

83 See, e.g., Jürgen Becker, Johannes der Täufer und Jesus von Nazareth, BibS(N) 63 
(Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1972), 27–28; Von Dobbeler, Gericht, 141–44; 
Reiser, Gerichtspredigt, 154–82; Tilly, Johannes der Täufer, 193–209. 
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place because of the close parallels with passages from Isaiah84 (e.g. πυρὶ 
ἀσβέστῳ Q 3:16, cf. πῦρ … οὐ σβεσθήσεται in Isa 66:24 LXX) and Malachi85 
(e.g. Mal 3:19, the only Old Testament passage in which the metaphor of chaff 
being burnt is applied to Israel).86 Even the reference to Abraham in the Bap-
tist’s saying in Q 3:8 alludes to Isa 51:1–287 rather than to the story of Lot. 
There is, therefore, insufficient evidence for the idea that even if πᾶσα ἡ 
περίχωρος τοῦ Ἰορδάνου was in Q, an allusion to the destruction of Sodom was 
in view.88 

According to Arne Bork, “Wenn … der Jordan zum Tätigkeitsort des Johan-
nes semantisiert … wird, dann steht dies offensichtlich im Widerspruch mit 
den strengen jüdischen Reinheitsvorschriften.”89 There is, however, no evi-
dence for such an interpretation within the context of Q.90 Q is hardly interested 
in John’s baptism itself, as has already been observed above. Moreover, in none 
of John’s sayings recorded in Q, purity regulations are in view.91 

It follows that neither of the interpretations that have been forwarded re-
garding the significance of John’s alleged appearance in the environs of the 
Jordan in Q is convincing. However, in the light of the severe doubts expressed 
above on whether the phrase was indeed in Q, I will refrain from posing an 

                                                            
84 According to Dunn, “John the Baptist’s Use of Scripture,” 42–54, Isaianic parallels 

form the principal background against which to interpret John’s message. 
85 Jeffrey A. Trumbower, “The Role of Malachi in the Career of John the Baptist,” in 

Evans and Stegner, Gospels, 28–41; David M. Miller, “The Messenger, the Lord, and the 
Coming Judgement in the Reception History of Malachi 3,” NTS 53 (2007): 14. Hartmut 
Stegemann even speculates that Malachi 3 was John’s “persönliche Berufungsgeschichte;” 
Hartmut Stegemann, Die Essener, Qumran, Johannes der Täufer und Jesus: Ein Sachbuch, 
3rd ed. (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1994), 300. 

86 See, however, Dale C. Allison, The Intertextual Jesus: Scripture in Q (Harrisburg, PA: 
Trinity, 2000), 123–24. 

87 See for discussion Allison, The Intertextual Jesus 101–4. 
88 Similarly, Allison, The Intertextual Jesus, 74–76. 
89 Bork, Raumsemantik, 73. 
90 The issue under discussion is emphatically not whether the historical John’s baptism 

may have been intended as a critique of purity regulations related to the temple. This is 
argued for by Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, 128–45; Kraeling, John the Baptist, 23–27; 
Webb, John the Baptizer, 203–5; Tilly, Johannes der Täufer, 205–24; but criticised by, e.g., 
Von Dobbeler, Gericht, 166–91; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 271; Joan E. Taylor, John the 
Baptist within Second Temple Judaism: A Historical Study (London: SPCK, 1997), 109–11, 
and rejected by Friedrich Avemarie, “Ist die Johannestaufe ein Ausdruck von Tempelkritik? 
Skizze eines methodischen Problems,” in Gemeinde ohne Tempel/Community without 
Temple: Zur Substituierung und Transformation des Jerusalemer Tempels und seines Kults 
im Alten Testament, antiken Judentum und frühen Christentum, ed. Beate Ego, Armin Lange, 
and Peter Pilhofer, WUNT 118 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 395–410, followed by 
Müller, Johannes der Täufer, 42–43. 

91 In Q 7:33–34 purity issues are not in view, but the hypocrisy of “this generation,” which 
condemns Jesus’s eating and drinking as well as John’s abstinence. 
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alternative. Even if the phrase was originally part of Q, it would be unwise to 
say more than that the phrase locates John’s preaching explicitly in the Jordan 
Valley from the outset. If the phrase was not in Q, as is most likely in my view, 
the reader will learn this only with hindsight in 7:24–26.92 It is to this passage 
we now turn. 

D. John in the Wilderness 
D. John in the Wilderness 

In the phrase “what did you go out in the wilderness to look at?” (τί ἐξήλθατε 
εἰς τὴν ἔρημον θεάσασθαι, Q 7:24) John’s presence in the wilderness is as-
sumed. That the saying introduced by this phrase was a part of Q is suggested 
by the high degree of verbal agreement between Matthew and Luke (Matt 11:7–
9//Luke 7:24–26). That the saying refers to John’s appearance in the wilder-
ness, is suggested by the context in both Matthew and Luke, where the saying 
is preceded by John’s sending of his disciples to inquire about Jesus’s identity 
(Matt 11:2–6//Luke 7:18–23) and followed by a saying of Jesus referring to 
John (Matt 11:10–11//Luke 7:27–28).93 

                                                            
92 See, however, Labahn, Gekommene, 466, who observes that the relation of the wilder-

ness (specifically the wilderness of Q 4:1) to the environs of the Jordan in Q 3:3 remains 
unclear; his p. 469: “Anders als in Q 3,3 wird also in Q 7,24 zunächst der Täufer mit der 
Wüste zusammengebracht.” 

93 In Gos. Thom. 78 the saying occurs apart from such a context, so that it refers to Jesus; 
Petr Pokorný, A Commentary on the Gospel of Thomas: From Interpretations to the Inter-
preted, JCTCRS 5 (New York: T&T Clark, 2009), 124; Simon Gathercole, The Gospel of 
Thomas: Introduction and Commentary, TENTS 11 (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 496 (“very 
likely”); Reinhard Nordsieck, Das Thomas-Evangelium: Einleitung, zur Frage des histor-
ischen Jesus, Kommentierung aller 114 Logien, 4th ed. (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener 
Verlag, 2014), 300–301; Uwe-Karsten Plisch, Das Thomasevangelium: Originaltext mit 
Kommentar, 2nd ed. (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2016), 197. In Q 7:24 the people 
go εἰς τὴν ἔρημον “to the wilderness”, but in Gos. Thom. 78 they go “to the country-
side/field” (ⲉⲧⲥⲱϣⲉ), which – probably on the basis of the similarity between the treasure 
in the ⲥⲱϣⲉ in Gos. Thom. 109 and the treasure in the ἀγρός in Matt 13:44 – is usually 
interpreted as the translation of the hypothetical εἰς τὸν ἀγρόν (Robinson, Hoffmann, and 
Kloppenborg, Critical Edition, 128; Plisch, Thomasevangelium, 197), although εἰς τὸν 
χώρον or εἰς τὸ πεδίον qualify as possible reconstructions as well. Unfortunately no Greek 
fragments have survived of the logia in which ⲥⲱϣⲉ occurs (Gos. Thom. 21, 78, and 109). 
Thomas’s saying about the people going “to the field” probably alludes to the parable of the 
children in the field (Gos. Thom. 21), in which ⲥⲱϣⲉ “countryside/field” occurs repeatedly; 
see Wolfgang Schrage, Das Verhältnis des Thomas-Evangeliums zur Synoptischen Tradition 
und zu den Koptischen Evangelienübersetzungen, BZNW 29 (Berlin: Töpelmann, 1964), 
163–64: “[D]er Begriff ⲥⲱϣⲉ ‘Feld’ … ist dort … offenbar als Bild für die Welt gebraucht. 
Die Menschen, so läßt sich dann im Sinne von Log 78 sagen, sind deshalb aufs ‘Feld’ hin-
ausgekommen, um ihre ‘Kleider’ [i.e. the body; Gathercole, The Gospel of Thomas, 301] 
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The wilderness is referred to three times in Q (4:1;94 7:24; 17:23).95 This, 
and the scarcity of geographical references in Q,96 suggests that in Q the wil-
derness is “thematised space.”97 Below, I will argue that when read in connec-
tion to the other wilderness texts and against the background of Q’s larger use 
of geographical references, John’s geographical setting contributes to the am-
biguity in John’s characterization vis-à-vis Jesus. First, however, I will discuss 
the setting of the wilderness as it is referred to in Q 7:24–26 itself. 

The Wilderness of Q 7:24–26 

Before the audience finds out that what they went to look at in the wilderness 
was a prophet, or even more than a prophet, two suggestions are given to what 
one could have wanted to see: a reed waving in the wind and a person in fine 
clothing. Seeing waving reeds or a finely clothed person was, however, not the 
goal of the enterprise, as is apparent from the negative responses that are as-
sumed for the rhetorical questions posed. Scholarly interpretation of the rhe-
torical questions distinguishes between the literal level, i.e. phenomena that 
either can or cannot actually be observed in the wilderness, and the metaphor-
ical, i.e. pertaining to the character of the Baptist. 

On the literal level, the common view is that the saying hints at the fact that 
reed was a very common feature in the area around the Jordan.98 However, even 

                                                            
abzulegen und die Wahrheit zu erkennen.” See also Nordsieck, Das Thomas-Evangelium, 
301.  

94 According to Fleddermann, Q, 235–38, Matt 4:1//Luke 4:1–2a was not in Q, but orig-
inated from independent redaction of Mark 1:12–13. However, because the second and third 
temptation in Q are preceded by an introduction in which a specific spatial setting is given, 
it is very probable that the first temptation was also preceded by a specific spatial setting, 
and only εἰς τὴν ἔρημον applies. See also Harnack, Sprüche, 33–37; Schulz, Q, 177–78. 

95 Only Matthew includes ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ (Matt 24:26). Fleddermann, Q, 815, argues, how-
ever, that the overlap with Mark 13:21 explains its absence from Luke 17:23 and that Luke’s 
reversal of Mark’s ὧδε and ἐκεῖ suggests acquaintance with the order of the phrases that 
made it into Matt 24:26. Most likely, then, ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ was in Q. See also Schulz, Q, 278; 
Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:353. 

96 Bork, Raumsemantik, 70. 
97 See for the concept of “thematised space” Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the 

Theory of Narrative, 3rd ed. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 139 and chapter 
1 above. 

98 E.g. Gnilka, Matthäusevangelium, 1:413–14; Marshall, Luke, 294; Davies and Allison, 
Matthew, 2:247; R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2007), 426; Ulrich Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus, EKK 1, 4 vols. (Düsseldorf: Ben-
ziger Verlag; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1990), 2:174. In order to avoid the 
incongruence between the presence of reed and the supposed absence of finely clothed peo-
ple in the Jordan Vally, Gerd Theißen argues that the “reed” refers to the iconography of one 
of Herod Antipas’s coins, and thus (indirectly) to the tetrarch himself, set in opposition to 
John. Gerd Theißen, Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte in den Evangelien: Ein Beitrag zur 
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if the model reader did not know that the Jordan Valley was in view – no men-
tion of the Jordan is being made if Matt 3:5//Luke 3:3 was not in Q (see above) 
–, (s)he will not be surprised to find reed in the wilderness where John ap-
peared, for John’s saying in Q 3:16b does indeed presuppose the presence of 
water. The second question is usually understood in the sense that a man in fine 
clothing will not, of course, be found in the wilderness.99 Although I believe 
that Ulrich Luz is correct that in the Jordan Valley such people could in fact be 
found,100 this is probably beside the point with respect to Q’s model reader, 
since there is no indication that in Q any knowledge from outside the text is 
supposed with respect to any of the geographical settings pertaining to the lit-
erary present.101 Moreover, a contrast between the wilderness (7:24) and pal-
aces (7:25) is suggested by the context. 

The primary intent of the rhetorical questions about the reed and the finely 
clothed man is, however, not to say something about the setting of the wilder-
ness, but to characterize John’s identity, which is the theme that governs Q 
7:24–26.102 John is not “the type of man (and of preacher) whose message is 
adapted to the prevailing mood,”103 on the contrary. Neither is John a man 
dressed in fine clothing, nor does he reside in palaces.104 On the contrary, 

                                                            
Geschichte der synoptischen Tradition, NTOA 8 (Freiburg: Universitätsverlag; Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989), 26–44. 

99 E.g. John Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Bletchley: Paternoster, 2005), 455; France, Gospel of Matthew, 
426–27; Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:674; Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke, NICNT (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1997), 298. 

100 Luz, Matthäus, 2:173: “Die Wüste ist ein Ort, wo man damals auch Menschen in 
feinen Kleidern in den königlichen Winterpalästen finden konnte.” Herod’s (winter) palaces 
were located in Jericho; see Ehud Netzer, The Architecture of Herod, the Great Builder 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 42–80. In addition to these, several other Herodian 
fortresses/palaces were located in the mountain ranges adjacent to the Jordan Valley, for 
instance Cypros, Machaerus, and Massada; see Netzer, Architecture, 17–41, 202–17. Luz 
suggests that an allusion to Herod Antipas may be intended (Matthäus, 2:174). 

101 Intertextual competence with respect to the Old Testament is presupposed throughout 
Q, but with respect to the literary present, all information necessary to understand the point 
of the text is present in the text itself. 

102 Fleddermann, Q, 380, 384. 
103 France, Gospel of Matthew, 426. See also Gnilka, Matthäusevangelium, 1:413–14; 

Fleddermann, Q, 381. Nolland, Matthew, 454 lists several alternative metaphorical interpre-
tations. According to W.F. Albright and C.S. Mann, Matthew: Introduction, Translation, 
and Notes, AYB 26 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1971, repr. 2011), 136, the image 
reflects “the hesitancies and doubts which assailed John in prison.” It is uncertain, however, 
whether Q knew of John’s imprisonment (see below). 

104 Cf. Labahn, Gekommene, 470: “Die Wüste findet in diesen Fragen einen Gegentopos 
… Zu den Palästen bildet die Wüste einen auch inhaltlich gefüllten sozialen Kontrastbegriff. 
… Der Täufer unterscheidet sich somit significant von den sozialen und politischen Hono-
ratioren seiner Zeit.” 
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John’s lives as an ascetic (Q 7:33), whose space is in the wilderness, outside 
society. 

Significance of John’s Presence in the Wilderness 

In order to understand its significance, the reference to John’s appearance in 
the wilderness must be interpreted against the background of the larger frame-
work of geographical references in Q. I will first discuss the proposals made 
by John Kloppenborg and Arne Bork with respect to the role of geography, and 
specifically the wilderness, in Q. Because neither interpretation is fully satis-
fying, I will present my own alternative approach, on the basis of which John’s 
presence in the wilderness can be understood. 

According to John Kloppenborg, the recollection of judgement on Sodom in 
John’s preaching (already discussed above) and John’s presence in the wilder-
ness which is assumed in Q 7:24–26 reflect a larger motif in Q of prophetic 
criticism against cities and their power structures.105 “[A]ll of the Israelite cities 
named by Q … are characterized as centers of unbelief, opposition and rejec-
tion of Jesus and the Q people” and “Jerusalem is the focus of unbelief and 
non-acceptance.”106 Q thus reflects a typical peasant stance against the cities 
and their power structure and depicts the periphery (the wilderness and Gentile 
regions) as “threatening and indeed overthrowing the center.”107 

In his study on space and characters in Q, Arne Bork finds a “Dichotomie 
von bewohntem und unbewohntem Raum.”108 He shows that in Q the Jewish 
cities and other spaces that belong to the inhabited world (such as the market 
place of Q 7:31–35) function as centres of rejection. The sole exception is the 
gentile centurion in Capernaum (Q 7:1–10). The wilderness, by contrast, is the 
place where Jesus defeats Satan (Q 4:1–13), where John preaches the words of 
a prophet, and even more than a prophet (Q 7:24–26), and where people search 
for the kingdom of God (Q 17:23). At the same time, Bork finds a “Dichotomie 
von literarischem Hier und literarischem Dort,”109 which means that contrary 
to common expectation gentile, far away cities of the past are evaluated more 
positively than Jewish nearby cities of the (literary) present. These dichotomies 
reflect another dichotomy, that of the “in-group” versus the “out-group.”110 
Yet, Bork’s view on the cities of the literary present is not as negative as Klop-
penborg’s, for it is also “der Ort, an dem Jesu Wesen als Sohn Gottes durch 

                                                            
105 Kloppenborg, “City and Wasteland,” 152–57. 
106 Both quotations taken from Kloppenborg, “City and Wasteland,” 154 (italics original). 
107 Kloppenborg, “City and Wasteland,” 157. 
108 Bork, Raumsemantik, 283–85. 
109 Bork, Raumsemantik, 285–87. 
110 Bork, Raumsemantik, 288–91. 
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sein Wunderwirken bestärkt wird und an dem durch die Verkündigung dieses 
Wirkens weitere Anhänger für die Botschaft Jesu gewonnen werden sollen.”111 

In my view, both Kloppenborg and Bork rightly emphasize the frequent use 
of contrasting parallels in Q. These contrasting parallels do indeed include so-
ciety and wilderness, present and past, Jew and gentile, and “in” and “out”. 
However, neither Kloppenborg’s elevation (or even absolutizing) of the tension 
between city/periphery, nor Bork’s neat grouping of dichotomies fully captures 
the ambiguity that is also apparent in Q’s use of geographical settings. I pro-
pose that the contrasts in Q are rather governed by another principle, namely 
the principle of acceptance/repentance versus rejection (cf. Q 10:16).112 This 
dichotomy runs right through the clusters that are treated by Bork as unified 
wholes. With respect to the cities from Old Testament times Sodom and Ty-
rus/Sidon stand out as examples of cities falling under God’s judgement (Q 
10:12–14; cf. the generation of Noah, Q 17:26–27). Nineveh, however, did re-
pent and will therefore, together with the Queen of the South, judge “this gen-
eration” at the end of times (Q 11:29–32). Nineveh and the Queen of the South 
thus stand on a par with Jesus’s followers, who will sit on thrones, judging the 
twelve tribes of Israel (Q 22:28–30).113 

The same ambiguity is apparent in the literary present. Kloppenborg and 
Bork rightly observe that in Q all the cities mentioned by name (Chorazin, 
Bethsaida, Capernaum, and Jerusalem) are condemned because of their rejec-
tion of Jesus, but this is not the whole story. Q also knows about towns (at least 
hypothetically) in which Jesus’s followers are welcomed (Q 10:8–9). More-
over, Bork himself argues on the basis of Labahn’s discussion of Jerusalem in 
Q114 that Jerusalem’s role in Q is ambiguous rather than exclusively negative.115 
Jerusalem is the city of the temple – symbol of the presence of God –, where 
nevertheless the devil acts freely, even in the temple itself (Q 4:9). It is also a 
place, however, where Jesus resists temptation. “Jerusalem wird damit in Q 
letztlich zu einem Ort, an dem die Macht des Satans überwunden wird.”116 This 

                                                            
111 Bork, Raumsemantik, 292. 
112 Cf. Labahn, Gekommene, 542, who takes the principle of “Mitgliedschaft im 

Gottesreich … also der Jesusnachfolge” as his point of departure for reconstructing the social 
map, a “Sinnatlas,” of Q. 

113 Cf. Green, Luke, 465: “Both the queen of Sheba and the people of Nineveh … will 
participate in the resurrection and in eschatological judgment, where their status as the peo-
ple of God will be manifested in their judgment on the recalcitrant of Israel” (my italics). 

114 Labahn, Gekommene, 473–75. 
115 Bork, Raumsemantik, 75–77. 
116 Bork, Raumsemantik, 75. Labahn convincingly shows that this applies to the wilder-

ness as well as Jerusalem, since both are employed as temptation-scenes (4:1, 9). “Damit 
sind beide Orte durchaus ambivalent beurteilt. Sie sind Orte des Wirkens des Teufels … aber 
auch seiner Überwindung durch den sich und seinen Gehorsam bewährenden Gottessohn” 
(Labahn, Gekommene, 474.) 
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ambiguity is apparent in Q 13:35 as well: the announcement of judgement is 
balanced by eschatological hope.117 

Within the contours of the dichotomy between rejection and acceptance the 
contrasting parallels between past and present serve to demonstrate that the 
consequences of acceptance or rejection are intensified in the light of Jesus’s 
message of the eschatological era, the kingdom of God. On the one hand, towns 
that receive Jesus’s followers, already in the present enjoy the blessings of the 
kingdom of God (Q 10:8–9), whereas Nineveh’s blessings, however wonder-
ful, will only become apparent in the eschaton. On the other, the fate of Cho-
razin and Bethsaida, that witnessed the miracles of Jesus, will be worse than 
the fate of the unrepentant Old Testament cities falling under God’s judgement. 
The fate of Capernaum is even equated to that of the notorious king of Babylon 
(Q 10:15; cf. Isa 14:13–15 LXX).118 

What does all this imply for the geographical setting of John in Q? My pro-
posal is that when John’s presence in the wilderness is seen in connection to 
the other references to the wilderness in Q, the wilderness (like the clusters of 
cities) is not as unambiguous as Kloppenborg and Bork assume. Jesus appears 
in the wilderness before his mission begins (Q 4:1). Satan is in the wilderness 
as well, but Jesus successfully resists him and Satan has to retreat (Q 4:13). 
Not long after that, the reader finds out that Jesus was not the only character in 
the wilderness: John was there as well and he was there from the beginning (Q 
7:24–26). Jesus and John thus both appear in the wilderness, outside society. 
However, whereas John never leaves the wilderness – at least until his impris-
onment, if this was indeed in Q –,119 Jesus moves on and keeps moving 
around:120 “Foxes have holes, and birds of the sky have nests; but the Son of 
Man does not have anywhere he can lay his head” (Q 9:58).121 Jesus, therefore, 

                                                            
117 Bork, Raumsemantik, 76–77 (cf. Labahn, Gekommene, 474–75). See Allison, Jesus 

Tradition, 192–204, for a defence of Q 13:35b as an expression of hope. 
118 The similarities to Isa 14:13–15 LXX are striking: σὺ δὲ εἶπας … εἰς τὸν οὐρανὸν 

ἀναβήσομαι, … καθιῶ ἐν ὄρει ὑψηλῷ … εἰς ᾅδου καταβήσῃ. See Allison, The Intertextual 
Jesus, 114–15; Fleddermann, Q, 436. 

119 Whether Q knew of John’s imprisonment depends on Q 7:18 (Matt 11:2//Luke 7:18). 
Matthew locates John ἐν τῷ δεσμωτηρίῳ but in Luke no geographical setting is given. The 
very limited verbal agreement between Matt 11:2 and Luke 7:18, which are both redactional 
(Fleddermann, Q, 354; Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:239–40), makes it impossible to de-
cide with any confidence whether ἐν τῷ δεσμωτηρίῳ was in Q and was left out by Luke 
under the influence of Luke 3:19–20 (Manson, Sayings, 66), or that ἐν τῷ δεσμωτηρίῳ comes 
from Matthean redaction (Fleddermann, Q, 354–55). Schulz, Q, 191, leaves the matter un-
decided. Robinson, Hoffmann, and Kloppenborg, Critical Edition, 118–19, leave the phrase 
out, but only with a {D} evaluation, indicating a high degree of uncertainty. 

120 Bork, Raumsemantik, 212–237, observes that Q contains many verbs expressing mo-
tion, especially in relation to Jesus. 

121 Except for λέγει/εἶπεν in the saying’s introduction, Matt 8:20 and Luke 9:58 are iden-
tical. The saying is attested with minor differences in Gos. Thom. 86. 
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has no fixed space, nor have his followers, who are on the move like their mas-
ter is (Q 10:3). Risto Uro rightly observes that “[t]he positive symbolic value 
of ‘wilderness’ is … somewhat relativized at the end of Q”122 Jesus warns who-
ever is looking for the kingdom of God not to go out to the wilderness. The 
wording of the passage in question probably recalls the “going out” to see 
John.123 The reason for Jesus’s warning is that the kingdom of God will not be 
found in the wilderness or, for that matter, in any fixed space (Q 17:20–23). 
John’s presence in the wilderness in Q thus reflects the same ambiguity that is 
apparent in Jesus’s sayings about John: from the outset John and Jesus stand 
together, not only in their announcement of judgement against “this genera-
tion” (represented by the cities that reject Jesus), but also in their parallel pres-
ence in the wilderness. People went out into the wilderness to see a prophet, 
even more than a prophet, announcing the Coming One.124 At the end of Q, 
though, the wilderness has become a place where the kingdom is not to be 
found. Ultimately, then, John, whose space is in the wilderness, is not part of 
the fulfilment of Jesus’s announcement of the kingdom of God. 

E. Conclusion 
E. Conclusion 

In discussing John’s narrative setting in Q, we do not stand on ground as firm 
as in the case of the other texts discussed in this study. Because Q is a recon-
structed text, uncertainties remain regarding the extent and exact wording of 
Q. In the case of the reference to John’s presence in “all of the regions of the 
Jordan,” that allegedly was part of the introduction to Q, I have found the evi-
dence for including the phrase in Q insufficient. But even if the phrase was part 
of Q, it is unwise to read more in it than a statement that John from the outset 
acted in the Jordan Valley, something the reader will find out anyway when 
reaching Q 7:24–26. 

The whole passage of 7:18–35 is centred on the identities of John and Jesus 
and in this passage John’s identity is sketched in an ambiguous way. On the 
one hand, he is “more than a prophet” and he appears alongside Jesus against 

                                                            
122 Uro, “John the Baptist,” 239–40. Cf. Labahn, Gekommene, 473: “War die Wüste in 

4,1 ein Ort der Bewährung in der Versuchung und in 7,24 gar ein positive sozialer und 
religiöser Kontrastbegriff, so wird der Topos in 17,23 eindeutig negative verwendet.” 

123 See Uro, “John the Baptist,” 239–40; Fleddermann, Q, 815. Because ἐξέρχομαι occurs 
three times in 7:24–26, it is justified to relate 17:20–23 to these verses, despite the fact that 
ἐξέρχομαι is a common verb (12 times in Q; Robinson, Hoffmann, and Kloppenborg, Criti-
cal Edition, 570; Fleddermann, Q, 922).  

124 See, even more poignantly, Labahn, Gekommene, 471: “[D]er Bote hat den Weg des 
kommenden Jesus bereitet, nun steht das Volk vor Jesus selbst, der sich in der Wüste bewährt 
hat.” 
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“this generation,” on the other hand he does not fully belong to the the King-
dom of God. John’s geographical setting in the wilderness reflects this ambi-
guity. In the beginning of Q the wilderness is the place where Jesus defeats 
Satan. The reader soon finds out that John was there from the outset as well, 
urging his audience to repent in the light of the coming judgement. John never 
leaves the wilderness (or at least not voluntarily). Jesus by contrast moves on. 
At the end of Q, the reader finds out that the wilderness is no longer the place 
where the kingdom of God is to be found. There is no need to go back to John’s 
space, John’s role is over now that the kingdom of God is arriving in Jesus.



     

Chapter 5 

John’s Geographical Setting in Matthew 

In Matthew’s Gospel, a prominent role is given to John the Baptist. Although 
his ministry is only short-lived (Matt 3:1–17) and comes to an end before that 
of Jesus (4:12), the remainder of Matthew’s narrative contains so much refer-
ences to the Baptist that he is, as it were, continually in the background (11:2–
19; 14:1–12; 17:10–13; 21:23–27). When the Baptist first appears, he is given 
a specific geographical setting “in the wilderness of Judea” (ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ τῆς 
Ἰουδαίας, 3:1), which – as I will show below – from the outset identifies him 
as a parallel character of Jesus, who comes from “Bethlehem of Judea” (2:1). 
Furthermore, I will argue that John’s Judean setting contributes to a pattern of 
parallel itineraries in Matthew’s introductory chapters, setting the stage for Je-
sus’s final journey to Jerusalem. 

Later in Matthew’s narrative, reference is made to the Baptist in prison 
(11:2; 14:3). Although Matthew does not explicitly reveal the location of the 
prison in question, I will argue that the model reader will probably have related 
John’s imprisonment to Judea. John’s imprisonment and execution in Judea 
thus contribute to Matthew’s portrayal of Judea as a place hostile to Jesus and 
those associated with him and thus contributes to Matthew’s portrayal of John 
the Baptist as the forerunner of Jesus. 

A. John in the Gospel of Matthew 
A. John in the Gospel of Matthew 

Until about halfway the twentieth century scholars showed only little interest 
in the portrayal of John the Baptist in the Gospel of Matthew apart from the 
Synoptic tradition as a whole. This is not surprising, given the form-critical 
focus on finding the earliest strands of Christian tradition. In this light, the 
contribution of Matthew (and Luke, for that matter) was seen as only secondary 
to that of Mark and Q. Nevertheless, even in this period some valuable, albeit 
isolated observations were made concerning Matthew’s portrayal of John the 
Baptist. Martin Dibelius, for instance, notes: “Bei Matthäus tritt Johannes … 
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mit derselben Predigt auf, die der erste Evangelist später (4:17) Jesus in den 
Mund legt: tut Buße, denn nahe ist das Himmelreich.”1 

The rise of redaction criticism in the 1950s and 1960s shifted attention to-
wards Matthew’s creative role in his redaction of sources, including his shap-
ing of John the Baptist. One of the first to systematically study the role of John 
the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel was James Jones.2 Jones observed that the 
Baptist figures in each of the five sections of the Gospel, the explanation for 
which he sought in an attempt to win followers of the Baptist for faith in Jesus.3 
However, even though some scholars do see traces of polemic against the Bap-
tist’s followers in Matthew’s Gospel,4 Jones’s thesis that this polemic is pivotal 
to understanding the role of Matthew’s Baptist is generally rejected.5 

Wolfgang Trilling’s study on John the Baptist in Matthew, which appeared 
in the same year, has, by contrast, proven far more influential.6 Trilling showed 
that in Matthew’s Gospel the portrayal of John the Baptist is assimilated to that 
of Jesus,7 even though Jesus always remains superior to the Baptist. John and 
Jesus both share the fate of the prophets, they stand united over against the 
front of God’s enemies (Herod, the Pharisees and Sadducees), they are both 
eschatological figures, who both share the message of judgement and the an-
nouncement of the Kingdom of Heaven. Jesus superiority, on the other hand, 

                                                            
1 Martin Dibelius, Die urchristliche Überlieferung von Johannes dem Täufer, FRLANT 

15 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1911), 49. Cf. Ernst Lohmeyer, Johannes der 
Täufer, vol. 1 of Das Urchristentum (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1932), 15. 

2 James L. Jones, “References to John the Baptist in the Gospel according to St. Mat-
thew,” AThR 41 (1959): 298–302. 

3 Jones, “References,” 302. 
4 Josef Ernst, Johannes der Täufer: Interpretation – Geschichte – Wirkungsgeschichte, 

BZNW 53 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1989), 184 (cautiously); Joel Marcus, John the Baptist in 
History and Theology, SPNT (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2018), 13–14. 
Contra John P. Meier, “John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel,” JBL 99 (1980): 402, “Mat-
thew’s gospel does not betray any hint of a polemic against the followers of the Baptist;” 
Hubert Frankemölle, “Johannes der Täufer und Jesus im Matthäusevangelium: Jesus als 
Nachfolger des Täufers,” NTS 42 (1996): 215; Knut Backhaus, Die “Jüngerkreise” des Täu-
fers Johannes: Eine Studie zu den religionsgeschichtlichen Ursprüngen des Christentums, 
PaThSt 19 (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1991), 116–37, 155–58, 170, 338–41. 

5 See, however, Ho-Seung Ryu, Jesus und Johannes der Täufer im Matthäusevangelium, 
EHS.T 818 (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 2006), who attempts to revive Jones’s thesis. How-
ever, he does so on the basis of Matthew’s supposed origin in Syria and the supposed pres-
ence of a Baptist sect there, for which he finds evidence in the supposed direct genealogical 
line from the disciples of John the Baptist to the Mandaeans (see esp. 143 n. 3). In the light 
of modern research on the Mandaeans, with which Ryu does not interact, this is an outdated 
position (see chapter 1 above). 

6 Wolfgang Trilling, “Die Täufertradition bei Matthäus,” BZ 3 (1959): 271–89. 
7 Trilling does so in response to George D. Kilpatrick, The Origins of the Gospel accord-

ing to St. Matthew (Oxford: Clarendon, 1946), 90: “[I]n Matthew the tendency is not to 
assimilate Jesus and John but to emphasize differences between them.” 
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is never in doubt: forgiveness of sins is not mediated by John’s baptism, but by 
the blood of Jesus;8 whereas John is Elijah – even more explicitly so than in 
Mark –, Jesus is the Messiah. And when Jesus comes to John to be baptized, 
John initially objects because Jesus is superior to him. It is only because Jesus 
convinces him of the necessity of his baptism that John agrees to baptise him 
(Matt 3:14–15). This pattern of similarities and differences has emerged into a 
consensus which until today dominates discussion about Matthew’s portrayal 
of John the Baptist.9 

According to Trilling, the dual phenomenon of assimilation and subordina-
tion must be read against the background of Matthew’s indictment against Is-
rael (Anklage gegen Israel): the church is the true Israel and Matthew claims 
the Baptist for the Christian camp.10 Trilling’s interpretation was closely fol-
lowed by Walter Wink,11 but rejected as inadequate by most later scholars.12 
An alternative interpretation is offered by John Meier, on the basis of his three-
stage conception of Matthew’s salvation history: Old Testament, the time of 
Jesus, and the time of the church.13 According to Meier, the “pattern of paral-
lelism-yet-subordination”14 demonstrates where John the Baptist belongs: he 

                                                            
8 The phrase εἰς ἄφεσιν ἁμαρτιῶν (Mark 1:4) is not retained in Matt 3:2. Instead, Matthew 

applies the phrase to the Last Supper in connection to the blood of Jesus (26:28). Cf. Trilling, 
“Täufertradition,” 286; Walter Wink, John the Baptist in the Gospel Tradition, SNTSMS 7 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 36. 

9 Trilling’s findings are confirmed in, for instance, Wink, John the Baptist, 27–41; Meier, 
“John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel,” 386–401; Edgar Krentz, “None Greater among 
Those Born from Women: John the Baptist in the Gospel of Matthew,” CurTM 10 (1983): 
333–38 (focusing on the preaching of righteousness); Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 183–84; 
Robert L. Webb, John the Baptizer and Prophet: A Socio-Historical Study, JSNTSup 62 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1991), 55–60; Frankemölle, “Johannes der Täufer,” 196–
218; Gerd Häfner, Der verheißene Vorläufer: Redaktionskritische Untersuchung zur Dar-
stellung Johannes des Täufers im Matthäusevangelium, SBB 27 (Stuttgart: Katholisches 
Bibelwerk, 1994), 401–5; Ulrich B. Müller, Johannes der Täufer: Jüdischer Prophet und 
Wegbereiter Jesu, BG 6 (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2002), 124–28; Brian C. 
Dennert, John the Baptist and the Jewish Setting of Matthew, WUNT 2/403 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2015), e.g. 260. Although Ryu emphasizes the subordination of the Baptist in sup-
port of his thesis of conflict between John’s and Jesus’s followers in Matthew’s Gospel (see 
above), he admits that John and Jesus are similar in several respects as well (Jesus, 79–142). 

10 Trilling, “Täufertradition,” 288–89. 
11 Wink, John the Baptist, 40–41. 
12 E.g. Häfner, Verheißene Vorläufer, 409; Frankemölle, “Johannes der Täufer,” 216: 

“Die … Tendenzen der Angleichung und Unterordnung sind unbestritten, sind jedoch so zu 
differenzieren, daß auf der Basis von Erzähltheorien und Rezeptionstheorien … Jesus dem 
Täufer angeglichen und jener nicht christianisiert wird.” Cf. Edmondo F. Lupieri, “John the 
Baptist in New Testament Traditions and History,” ANRW 26.1:449, “[I]n the Judea-Chris-
tian community of Matthew, … John had no part in the gospel and … he was not a Christian.” 

13 Meier, “John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel,” 401–5. 
14 Meier, “John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel,” 405. 
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“has the unique privilege of being paralleled with Jesus in the mid-point of 
time,”15 but he remains outside the third and final stage of the kingdom, which 
“burst upon the scene”16 only after the Baptist’s death. Gerd Häfner objects, 
however, that in the end Meier’s approach does not sufficiently do justice to 
the picture of the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel, because he largely disregards 
John’s identification with Elijah.17 

In the work of Trilling, Wink, Meier, and others, Matthew’s identification 
of John with Elijah was only a subtheme in their discussions of Matthew’s 
portrayal of the Baptist. In his thorough redaction-critical study of John the 
Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel, however, Gerd Häfner convincingly demon-
strates that “[d]ie Gleichsetzung des Täufers mit Elija ist nun aber nicht nur ein 
Akzent unter mehreren, sie läßt sich als die Mitte des mt Täuferbildes begrei-
fen.”18 Elijah’s eschatological role is primarily that of a precursor, in Jewish 
conception for Yahweh, in early Christian conception for Jesus, the Messiah.19 
John’s role is thus entirely Christological.20 John’s identification with Elijah, 
the expected precursor, elucidates the parallels between John and Jesus as well 
as Jesus’s unquestioned superiority over John. As Jesus’s precursor, John 
preaches the same message as Jesus, appears in the same area (Matt 3:1, see 
below), and even foreshadows the fate of Jesus, while always remaining sub-
ordinate to the Messiah himself. 

                                                            
15 Meier, “John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel,” 404. 
16 Meier, “John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel,” 405. 
17 Häfner, Verheißene Vorläufer, 410–11. See e.g. 237–42 for Häfner’s interpretation of 

John’s role in salvation history according to Matthew. With respect to Matthew’s Gospel in 
general (i.e. not limited to Matthew’s picture of the Baptist), see David B. Howell, Matthew’s 
Inclusive Story: A Study in the Narrative Rhetoric of the First Gospel, JSNTSup 42 (Shef-
field: JSOT Press, 1990), 55–92, who argues that “[n]otwithstanding this close connection 
between the narrative form of the Gospel and the concept of salvation history, salvation 
history seems inadequate as a heuristic paradigm for interpreting the inclusive nature of 
Matthew, because it paradoxically neglects the narrative character of the Gospel genre” (90). 

18 Häfner, Verheißene Vorläufer, 405 (italics original). Earlier, Ernst Bammel and Josef 
Ernst had given more prominence to John’s identification with Elijah in Matthew’s Gospel 
than Trilling, Wink, and Meier; see Ernst Bammel, “The Baptist in Early Christian Tradi-
tion,” NTS 18 (1971–1972): 101–4; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 182–83. See also Markus 
Öhler, Elia im neuen Testament: Untersuchungen zur Bedeutung des alttestamentlichen Pro-
pheten im frühen Christentum, BZNW 88 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1997), 163–75. 

19 Häfner, Verheißene Vorläufer, 321–385. Cf. the discussion on Mark 9:11–13 in chapter 
3 above. 

20 Explicitly followed by Dennert, John the Baptist, 260. See also W.D. Davies and Dale 
C. Allison, The Gospel according to Saint Matthew, ICC, 3 vols. (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1988–1997), 2:476, “[T]he Baptist is no independent character. He is instead a passenger on 
the vessel of Jesus’ career, an accessory whose word and life are in the service of another.” 
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Jack Kingsbury’s pioneering narrative-critical work on Matthew builds 
upon the results of the redaction-critical studies discussed above by character-
izing Matthew’s John as a forerunner to Jesus and as Elijah.21 This dual em-
phasis is also apparent in the work of Janice Anderson,22 but she contributes 
significantly to the characterization of Matthew’s John by emphasizing how 
these themes develop in the course of Matthew’s narrative and in relation to 
other characters. See, for instance, her summary of the development of John’s 
identity with Elijah: 

The narrator’s allusion to Elijah [in Matt 3:4] is confirmed later in 11.14 and 17.13 by 
Jesus. What the implied reader knows from the start is revealed mysteriously to the 
crowds in 11.14, and then to the disciples who do understand in 17.13.23 

In concurrence with the theme of her work as a whole, Anderson argues that in 
Matthew, “[v]erbal repetition helps to establish the character of John the Bap-
tist”24 and this is especially so in relation to Jesus: “As John’s character is de-
veloped, so directly and indirectly is Jesus’. … John is the foreshadower as 
well as the forerunner of Jesus, and to a lesser extent, of the disciples.”25 

The most extensive study thus far pertaining to the narrative role of John the 
Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel, is the work of Gary Yamasaki.26 Building upon 
the narratological distinction between story (that is, the content of the story) 
and discourse (that is, how the story is told),27 Yamasaki argues that 

[a]t the story level, John’s role as forerunner is exhausted after his baptism of Jesus, 
and so John fades from the story-line. At the discourse level, however, the narrator 

                                                            
21 E.g. Jack Dean Kingsbury, Matthew as Story, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988), 

49. Kingsbury only briefly discusses John the Baptist in his section on Matthew’s plot; 
strangely enough he is mentioned nowhere in the section on characters (9–28), not even as 
a minor character (25–28). 

22 Janice Capel Anderson, Matthew’s Narrative Web: Over, and Over, and Over Again, 
JSNTSup 91 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994). 

23 Anderson, Matthew’s Narrative Web, 85. 
24 Anderson, Matthew’s Narrative Web, 90. 
25 Anderson, Matthew’s Narrative Web, 83. According to Lisa M. Bowens, “The Role of 

John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel,” WW 30 (2010): 311–18, Matthew’s Baptist is pri-
marily a disciple-type figure. However, because she almost completely ignores John’s fore-
shadowing role and Matthew’s Elijah typology, her picture of John is in the end too one-
sided. 

26 Gary Yamasaki, John the Baptist in Life and Death: Audience-Oriented Criticism of 
Matthew’s Narrative, JSNTSup 167 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998). 

27 Cf. Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1978), who is often credited for this distinction and 
to whom Yamasaki refers as well (John the Baptist, 35). In fact, however, the distinction 
predates Chatman and is quite common in narratology. See, for instance, Gérard Genette’s 
distinction between histoire and récit (and narration, which is left out of consideration by 
Chatman); Gérard Genette, “Discours du récit: essai de méthode,” in Figures III (Paris: 
Seuil, 1972), 72; cf. idem, Nouveau discours du récit (Paris: Seuil, 1983), 10–11. 
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continues to present this theme of John as a forerunner by casting him in the role of 
Elijah.28 

It is on the discourse level, then, that John figures most prominently and here 
the narrator uses John “as a target of retrospection,”29 and “to communicate the 
idea of Jesus as judge.”30 

This survey reveals that, despite differences in nuance, a rather clear picture 
of Matthew’s Baptist emerges. Matthew is not so much interested in the char-
acter of the Baptist himself, he is so much subordinated to Jesus, that his role 
in the narrative is entirely Christological. By portraying John as a parallel char-
acter to Jesus, though always subordinate to him, John prepares the way for 
Jesus’s preaching, his fate (concurring with the fate of the prophets), and his 
eschatological role as judge. John’s role as a forerunner is fleshed out by cast-
ing him in the role of Elijah, who was expected to “come first” (Matt 17:10–
13).31 

B. John in the Wilderness of Judea 
B. John in the Wilderness of Judea 

When John the Baptist enters the stage in Matthew’s narrative, he does so in a 
specific temporal and geographical setting. The temporal setting ἐν … ταῖς 
ἡμέραις ἐκείναις links the preaching of John the Baptist closely to what pre-
cedes, which implies “daß der Evangelist zwischen den Kindheitsgeschichten 
und dem etwa eine Generation später zu denkenden Auftreten des Täufers kei-
nen Bruch sieht, sondern beides verbinden will.”32 More specifically, John’s 
preaching is set in the time in which Jesus resides in Nazareth (Matt 2:23).33 In 
the light of the use of the phrase in Old Testament prophetic literature (e.g. Jer 

                                                            
28 Yamasaki, John the Baptist, 143. 
29 Yamasaki, John the Baptist, 144. 
30 Yamasaki, John the Baptist, 146. 
31 See on Elijah “coming first” chapter 3 above. 
32 Ulrich Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus, EKK 1, 4 vols., 5th ed. (Düsseldorf: Ben-

ziger Verlag; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2002), 1:202; Krentz, “None 
Greater,” 334; R.T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2007), 99. Cf. Joel Kennedy, The Recapitulation of Israel: Use of Israel’s History in Mat-
thew 1:1–4:11, WUNT 2/257 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 158, who observes that “[ἐ]ν 
δὲ ταῖς ἡμέραις ἐκείναις (3:1) continues and links with the use of ἐν ἡμέραις Ἡρῴδου τοῦ 
βασιλέως (2:1).” 

33 Theodor Zahn, Das Evangelium des Matthäus, KNT 1, 4th ed. (Leipzig: Scholl, 1922), 
120; Gerd Häfner, “‘Jene Tage’ (Mt 3,1) und der Umfang des matthäischen Prologs: Ein 
Beitrag zur Frage nach der Struktur des Mt-Ev,” BZ 37 (1993): 43–59. Followed by John 
Nolland, The Gospel of Matthew: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans; Bletchley: Paternoster, 2005), 135. 
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3:16, 18; 31:33; Joel 3:1) it is possible that ἐν … ταῖς ἡμέραις ἐκείναις carries 
an eschatological nuance as well.34 

The spatial setting in which John appears is “in the wilderness of Judea” (ἐν 
τῇ ἐρήμῳ τῆς Ἰουδαίας). By consequence, the question Jesus poses later in 
Matthew’s narrative – “what did you go out to see in the wilderness” (Matt 
11:7) – does not denote a geographically unspecified wilderness (as in Q, see 
chapter 4 above), but refers back to the “wilderness of Judea.” Below, I will 
discuss the significance of this geographical setting. I will discuss respectively 
John’s appearance in the wilderness and the model reader’s understanding of 
“the wilderness of Judea.” I will argue that this geographical reference does 
not only characterize the Baptist as a parallel (yet still subordinate) figure to 
Jesus, but also provides an indispensable link in Matthew’s parallel itineraries 
of Jesus in 2:1–4:12, thereby ominously anticipating the hostility Jesus will 
experience at his final visit to Jerusalem. 

John in the Wilderness 

Matthew portrays the Baptist as acting in the wilderness. The significance of 
the wilderness setting in Matthew’s story about the Baptist does not differ 
much from that in Mark and for this reason a brief discussion of the wilderness 
setting per se suffices (see chapter 3 above). That the inhabitants of Jerusalem, 
all of Judea and all the environs of the Jordan “went out” (ἐξεπορεύετο) to him 
(3:5) reveals that, as in Mark, Matthew’s wilderness is a place at the fringes of 
society.35 And, again as in Mark, the connection with the quotation from Isa 
40:3 (φωνὴ βοῶντος ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ, Matt 3:3) and John’s announcement of the 
kingdom of heaven (Matt 3:2) suggests that the wilderness carries with it the 
idea of eschatological renewal (cf. Jer 2:2–3; Hos 2:14–15).36 

In chapter 3 I have argued that Mark relates John’s appearance in this place 
of eschatological renewal specifically to Elijah. In Matt 3 the allusion to Elijah 

                                                            
34 Dennert, John the Baptist, 134. Joachim Gnilka, Das Matthäusevangelium, HThKNT 

1, 2 vols., 3rd ed. (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1993), 1:64–65, argues for an eschatolog-
ical connotation only. Although Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:288, admit that “an escha-
tological connotation is here quite possible,” they also observe that the occurrences of the 
phrase in non-eschatological contexts “warn against reading too much into the first few 
words of Mt 3,1.” 

35 Cf. Warren Carter, Matthew and the Margins: A Socio-Political and Religious Reading, 
JSNTSup 204 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), 92: “It is removed from the cen-
tral location of the powerful elite, Jerusalem (2:1–4), which cannot control or contain his 
mission (3:5). John frequents the geographical margins. Compare other apparently insignif-
icant places (Bethlehem, 2:6; Nazareth, 2:23), which are central to God’s purposes.” 

36 Gnilka, Matthäusevangelium, 1:65; Donald A. Hagner, Matthew, WBC, 2 vols. (Nash-
ville: Nelson, 1993), 1:47; Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:291; Nolland, Matthew, 136; 
Walter Klaiber, Das Matthäusevangelium, BNT, 2 vols. (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener 
Verlag, 2015), 1:50. 
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is more subtle. Matthew hints at Elijah in his description of John’s clothing, 
using the wording of 2 Kings 1:8,37 and possibly the fire motif in John’s sayings 
further enhances the analogy – Elijah is, after all, known as a “prophet like 
fire” (Sir 48:1) –, but it is only later in Matthew’s narrative that the reader fully 
understands that John’s identity is that of Malachi’s messenger, the Elijah who 
was to come.38 

Some scholars argue that John’s appearance in the wilderness of Matt 3:1 
refers specifically to the expectation of a new exodus,39 primarily on the basis 
of the quotation of Isa 40:3 (but see chapter 3 above) and the allusion to Israel’s 
wilderness experience in the subsequent temptation story40 (see below). How-
ever, Matthew’s John does not appear in just any wilderness, but specifically 
“in the wilderness of Judea” (ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ τῆς Ἰουδαίας). It does not therefore 
make sense to interpret John’s ministry as the announcement of a renewed en-
trance into the promised land,41 for the wilderness where John appears is ap-
parently located in Judea and thus already part of the promised land. 

The Wilderness of Judea 

Matthew does not simply locate John the Baptist in the wilderness in general, 
but specifically in the wilderness of Judea. Several scholars have pointed out 
that in a strict sense, the Jordan Valley was not included in the wilderness of 
Judea.42 On the basis thereof, Gerd Theißen even claims that “der Täufer wäre 

                                                            
37 E.g. Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:295. 
38 Cf. Yamasaki, John the Baptist, 83–84. 
39 E.g. Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:291; France, Matthew, 100, 105; Kennedy, Reca-

pitulation, 166–67; Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of Matthew: A Socio-Rhetorical Commen-
tary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 116 (“John’s location suggests that the biblical proph-
ets’ promise of a new exodus was about to take place in Jesus”), 118 (“John’s location sym-
bolizes the coming of a new exodus, the final time of salvation”). 

40 See, e.g., Kennedy, Recapitulation, 175: “[T]he wilderness testing that immediately 
follows Jesus’ baptism should help one read the episode in 3:13–17 with an exodus motif.” 

41 So rightly Nolland, Matthew, 141 (although without providing arguments to sustain his 
claim): “Certainly for Matthew, and probably for the historical Baptist, no appeal should be 
made to any symbolic crossing of the Jordan as though to make a fresh entry into the Prom-
ised Land.” 

42 Günther Bornkamm, Studien zum Matthäus-Evangelium, ed. Werner Zager, WMANT 
125 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2009), 152: “Der matthäische Zusatz τῆς 
Ἰουδαίας ist topographisch inkorrekt; die sonst so benannte Gebirgswüste westlich des Jor-
dan schließt die Flussniederung selbst nicht ein.” According to Ernst Lohmeyer, Das Evan-
gelium des Matthäus, KEK, 4th ed., ed. Werner Schmauch (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1967), 35 n. 2, “ἔρημος τῆς Ἰουδαίας … ist also kaum ein geläufiger geogra-
phischer Name, sondern eine Ergänzung, die Mt aus der … nachfolgenden Prophetie Jes 
40:3 abgelesen hat, zumal diese Wüste nicht an den Jordan grenzt.” Gnilka, Matthäusevan-
gelium, 1:65, and Klaiber, Matthäusevangelium, 1:50, claim that in contrast to the historical-
geographical situation, Matthew’s wilderness of Judea does include the Jordan area. 
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also … bei seiner Predigt noch gar nicht am Jordan. … Matthäus stellt sich 
offensichtlich vor, daß die Menge danach mit dem Täufer zum Jordan zur 
Taufe zieht (3,6), auch wenn er das nicht direkt sagt.”43 However, the reference 
to τὰ ὅρια τῆς Ἰουδαίας πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου in Matt 19:1 suggests that Mat-
thew’s conception of Judea stretches so far east as to include the mountain 
ranges bordering the eastern Jordan Valley44 and thus includes the area west as 
well as east of the river Jordan. R.T. France therefore rightly observes: “It 
seems that Matthew is using ‘Judea’ loosely to mean the southern part of Pal-
estine as opposed to Galilee.”45 

Matthew’s rather loose definition of Judea may be a problem for modern 
actual readers who approach the text equipped with historical-geographical 
knowledge. Not so, however, for Matthew’s model reader, whose geographical 
knowledge was probably very limited. In his discussion of the geographical 
knowledge of Matthew’s implied readers (a concept rather similar to that of the 
model reader)46 Mark Allan Powell observes that names of regions and nations 
(like Judea, Galilee, Egypt, Israel, the Decapolis) and places like Gennesaret 
or Magadan are “cited in the narrative with such brevity of detail that some 
familiarity must be assumed,”47 but not much more than that:  

What knowledge from the discourse setting of Matthew’s narrative is presupposed by 
these geographical references in the story? I would answer, Not much – but at the very 
least, readers are probably expected to know which place names refer to nations and 
which to cities. Beyond this, readers are probably expected to have some inkling of 
the distances traversed as the characters move from place to place, and to know, for 
instance, that Egypt was not a part of Herod’s jurisdiction (2:13–14). Occasionally, 
the narrative also seems to assume particular associations regarding locations. Mat-
thew’s readers are probably expected to associate ‘the district of Tyre and Sidon’ 

                                                            
43 Gerd Theißen, Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte in den Evangelien: Ein Beitrag zur Ge-

schichte der synoptischen Tradition, NTOA 8 (Freiburg: Universitätsverlag; Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989), 41. See also Theodor Innitzer, Johannes der Täufer nach 
der heiligen Schrift und der Tradition (Vienna: Von Mayer, 1908), 169. 

44 E.g., Gnilka, Matthäusevangelium, 2:151; France, Matthew, 709; cautiously: Davies 
and Allison, Matthew, 3:7. An alternative interpretation assumes an east-of-Jordan point of 
view, so that πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου refers to the area west of the river (e.g. Nolland, Matthew, 
764), but this is an artificial attempt to bring Matthew’s use of “Judea” in accordance with 
the historical-geographical extent of Judea in the time of Jesus. 

45 France, Matthew, 709. According to Zahn, “paßt der Ausdruck des Mt auf dieses ganze 
Gebiet, soweit es zu dem Judäa seiner Zeit gehörte” (Zahn, Matthäus, 122), the “Judäa seiner 
Zeit” being the time shortly before the Jewish war (Zahn, Matthäus, 16). However, this is 
incorrect, for in the last decades before the Jewish war Galilee was included in the province 
of Judea, whereas Matthew clearly distinguishes Galilee from Judea. 

46 See chapter 1 above. 
47 Mark Allan Powell, Chasing the Eastern Star: Adventures in Biblical Reader-Response 

Criticism (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 91. The implied reader of Matthew’s 
Gospel is also discussed by Howell, Matthew’s Inclusive Story, 205–48, but without atten-
tion given to the implied reader’s geographical knowledge. 
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(15:21) with Gentile territory and to know that ‘the holy city’ (4:5; 27:53) refers to 
Jerusalem.48 

The model reader of Matthew’s Gospel, then, knows that Judea, like Galilee, 
is a region of Israel (cf. 2:21–22), but (s)he probably does not possess much 
additional knowledge from outside the text. The reader is thus expected to ac-
cept at face value that Jerusalem (cf. 2:3 and 2:22), Bethlehem (2:1), the “wil-
derness of Judea” (3:1), the river Jordan (3:6), and “the mountains of Judea 
across the Jordan” (19:1) all belong to Judea.49 

Significance of John’s Presence in the Wilderness of Judea 

By adding τῆς Ἰουδαίας to ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ in his source text (Mark 1:4), Matthew 
deliberately locates John in Judea, while at the same time redefining the extents 
of Judea.50 This suggests that the Judean connection Matthew creates for the 
Baptist was made not so much to provide accurate historical information about 
the Baptist, but for thematic reasons, pertaining to Matthew’s larger narrative.51 
Below, I will discuss proposals that have been made as to why Matthew’s John 
is located in Judea. Although these proposals provide valuable insights, they 
do not sufficiently take into account the role of Judea in the larger pattern of 
parallel intineraries in Matthew 1–4, for which I will argue in the second part 
of this section. 

Theodor Zahn,52 followed by Gerd Häfner,53 argues that Matthew’s refer-
ence to John’s preaching in Judea sets him in contrast to Jesus, who preaches 
in Galilee. John’s preaching is thus not only distinguished from that of Jesus 

                                                            
48 Powell, Chasing the Eastern Star, 91–92. 
49 This is not in contradiction to the reference to πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου next to Judea in the 

list of areas from where the crowds came towards Jesus (4:25–26). The latter part of v 26 
suggests that Matthew deliberately mirrors the reference to the regions from where the 
crowds came to John (3:5). Jesus attracts people from all these areas, and in addition to these, 
from other areas as well; cf. Nolland, Matthew, 185: “Matthew probably intends a cross 
reference to 3:5: not only does Jesus parallel but he outshines John in the way that he draws 
crowds from a distance.” Similarly, France, “Matthew and Jerusalem,” 115. 

50 The question whether Matthew’s redefinition of the extents of Judea was made con-
sciously or as a result of unfamiliarity with the exact geographical situation is irrelevant for 
the model reader’s conception of the story. See for comparison Ben-Zion Rosenfeld, “Fla-
vius Josephus and His Portrayal of the Coast (Paralia) of Contemporary Roman Palestine: 
Geography and Ideology,” JQR 91 (2000): 145, 158–60, 163–64, who argues that Josephus 
applies various definitions of Judea throughout his work (“realistic” versus “nationalistic” 
ones), depending on the ideological point he is making. 

51 Cf. Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 158. 
52 Zahn, Matthäus, 121. 
53 Häfner, Verheißene Vorläufer, 13. 
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in time, but also in place. Robert Gundry,54 Warren Carter,55 and John Nol-
land,56 by contrast, argue that John’s appearance in Judea reveals a parallel 
between Jesus and John: Jesus’s provenance is ἐν Βηθλέεμ τῆς Ἰουδαίας (Matt 
2:1), that of John is ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ τῆς Ἰουδαίας (Matt 3:1). A third interpretation 
is offered by Davies and Allison, who claim that τῆς Ἰουδαίας “takes the reader 
back to chapter 2 where Judea is a place of danger (1, 5, 22); so John’s ministry 
is set in a hostile place.”57 Brian Dennert, finally, combines all three interpre-
tations proposed above: 

John thus preaches in the region where Jesus was born (2:1) but could not reside due 
to opposition (2:23–24). The reference to Judea connects John and Jesus to a degree 
… but it also reflects a difference between them, as Jesus’ ministry will be in the 
towns of Galilee (4:12–25) rather than in the wilderness of Judea (3:1).58 

As far as character of John the Baptist is concerned, I believe Dennert aptly 
summarizes the resonances invoked by John’s appearance in Judea. This ex-
planation fits the pattern of assimilation and differences with respect to Jesus 
that is apparent in Matthew’s portrayal of the Baptist throughout his Gospel. 
This does not, however, exhaust the significance of John’s appearance in Judea 
for the character of Jesus, nor for the role of Judea in Matthew’s Gospel. 

In my view it is significant that John is located firmly in Judea, because this 
implies that when Jesus comes from Galilee to John (3:13), he comes to Judea. 
This is part of a larger pattern of parallels between the itinerary of Jesus’s 
childhood years and the itinerary just before the start of his mission, setting the 
stage for Jesus’s third and final itinerary later in his life. 

The first itinerary begins in “Bethlehem in Judea” (ἐν Βηθλέεμ τῆς 
Ἰουδαίας, 2:1), where Jesus is born.59 This provenance is emphasized by the 
threefold repetition of “Bethlehem in Judea/Juda” in the story of the magi (2:1, 

                                                            
54 Robert H. Gundry, Matthew: A Commentary on His Handbook for a Mixed Church 

under Persecution, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 42: “Both men now make their 
initial appearance in Judea.” Häfner objects that “von ‘initial appearance’ hinsichtlich der 
Person Jesu besser erst in bezug auf 4,17 bzw. 4,23ff gesprochen werden kann” (Verheißene 
Vorläufer, 13–14, n. 3). This may be correct if “initial appearance” is understood in the sense 
of the beginning of public ministry, but not if “initial appearance” is taken in the sense of a 
character’s first entrance into the narrative. 

55 Carter, Matthew, 92–93. 
56 Nolland, Matthew, 137. 
57 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:291. Followed by Kennedy, Recapitulation, 161. In his 

discussion of Matthew chapter 2, Kennedy observes an ironical reversal of roles: Egypt is 
portrayed as a place of refuge, whereas Judea is a place of hostility (Recapitulation, 128–
47). 

58 Dennert, John the Baptist, 135. 
59 Matthew’s infancy narrative assumes (in contrast to Luke’s) that Mary and Joseph 

originally came from Bethlehem and only later moved to Nazareth (see, e.g., France, Mat-
thew, 65). 



120  Chapter 5: John’s Geographical Setting in Matthew 

5, 6). Besides being the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy (2:6), Bethlehem 
is a fitting place for the son of David to be born (cf. 1:1, 17, 20), as is Ἰουδαία 
for the βασιλεὺς τῶν Ἰουδαίων (2:2–3).60 The life-threatening hostility of “king 
Herod,” assisted by the chief-priests and the scribes (2:4), forces Joseph to take 
Mary and Jesus outside Judea, to Egypt (2:13–14), again in fulfilment of proph-
ecy (2:15)61 and in analogy to Moses’s flight to Midian, as is indicated by the 
allusions to Exod 4:19–20 in Matt 2:19–21.62 After hearing (ἀκούσας δὲ ὅτι) 
the disturbing news that Archalaus has become king, implicating that Judea 
still a hostile place, Joseph (with Mary and Jesus) withdraws to Galilee 
(ἀνεχώρησεν εἰς τὰ μέρη τῆς Γαλιλαίας, 2:22). 

Jesus’s second itinerary follows the same pattern. He comes from Galilee to 
John at the river Jordan (3:13), in a region that has just been identified as “the 
wilderness of Judea” (ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ τῆς Ἰουδαίας, 3:1). After being baptized by 
John, Jesus leaves the area and “goes up to the wilderness” (ἀνήχθη63 εἰς τὴν 
ἔρημον), again in analogy to Moses’s experience, as is indicated by the refer-
ence to “forty days and forty nights” (4:2; cf. Exod 34:28; Deut 9:9, 18)64 and 

                                                            
60 Cf. Gundry, Matthew, 26; Luz, Matthäus, 1:171; Hagner, Matthew, 1:26; Davies and 

Allison, Matthew, 1:226 (“perhaps”); Kennedy, Recapitulation, 109; Raymond E. Brown, 
The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in the Gospels of Mat-
thew and Luke, 2nd ed., ABRL (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 166; R.T. France, “Matthew 
and Jerusalem,” in Built upon the Rock: Studies in the Gospel of Matthew, ed. Daniel M. 
Gurtner and John Nolland (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 113–114; H. Daniel Zacharias, 
Matthew’s Presentation of the Son of David: Davidic Tradition and Typology in the Gospel 
of Matthew (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2017), 65, 67–71. Others hold that the refer-
ence to Judea serves to distinguish this Bethlehem from Bethlehem in the region of Zebulun, 
in the vicinity of Nazareth; see, e.g., W.F. Albright and C.S. Mann, Matthew: A New Trans-
lation with Introduction and Commentary, AYB 26 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1971, repr. 2011), 12; Gnilka, Matthäusevangelium, 1:35; Klaiber, Matthäusevangelium, 
1:35. Even though the model reader of Matthew is well-acquainted with the Old Testament, 
it is very unlikely that (s)he would need “Matthew’s specification … to differentiate the 
well-known city of David from this obscure place” (France, Matthew, 65 n. 25). 

61 Dale Allison argues that the analogy of Jesus to Israel in Matt 2:15 correlates to the 
typology of Jesus as the New Moses; Dale C. Allison, The New Moses: A Matthean Typology 
(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1993), 142; cf. Kennedy, Recapitulation, 125–47. 

62 See, e.g., Gnilka, Matthäusevangelium, 1:49, 53; Hagner, Matthew, 1:39; Davies and 
Allison, Matthew, 1:261, 271; Nolland, Matthew, 126; France, Matthew, 89, and especially 
Allison, New Moses, 143–65; Kennedy, Recapitulation, 150–52; Brown, Birth, 113–16. 

63 The verb is usually taken as an indication that Jesus leaves the Jordan Valley for the 
mountainous desert-region to the east, high above the Jordan Valley; e.g. Luz, Matthäus, 
1:224, “vielleicht denkt der Evangelist an die Gebirgswüste oberhalb des Jordan”; Nolland, 
Matthew, 162; cf. France, Matthew, 129. 

64 In chapter 3 above I have argued that Mark’s temptation story is closer to Elijah’s 
wilderness experience than to that of Moses. However, in Matthew’s temptation story the 
analogy to Moses is increased by the change of τεσσεράκοντα ἡμέρας (Mark 1:12) into 
νηστεύσας ἡμέρας τεσσεράκοντα καὶ νύκτας τεσσεράκοντα (Matt 4:2), which brings the text 
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the quotations taken from Deuteronomy in the temptation story.65 After hearing 
(ἀκούσας δὲ ὅτι) the disturbing news that John has been handed over, impli-
cating that Judea is still a hostile place, Jesus withdraws to Galilee 
(ἀνεχώρησεν εἰς τὴν Γαλιλαίαν, 4:12, see below). 

Many scholars have observed the formal agreements between individual 
texts referred to above, and many have argued that in Jesus’s flight to Egypt as 
well as in his wilderness temptation Israel’s history is recapitulated.66 More-
over, Joel Kennedy observes a similar pattern of parallel itineraries as I have 
sketched above, without, however, relating this observation to larger Matthean 
themes.67 It is fair to say, however, that the significance of this pattern for Mat-
thew’s narrative as a whole has hitherto not gained much attention. My pro-
posal is that these parallel itineraries do not only concur with Matthew’s fond-
ness of double and triple stories within his plot,68 but also set the stage for the 
third and final itinerary of Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel, his journey to Jerusalem. 
After being announced in 16:21, this journey commences in 19:1–2, where Je-
sus again leaves Galilee for Judea.69 In Jesus’s final journey the motifs from 
the first two itineraries come full circle: Jesus’s Davidic origin (20:30; 21:9),70 
his analogy to Moses,71 the hostility of the religious leaders (chief-priests, 
Pharisees, Sadducees) and the Herodians in Jerusalem (21:23–23:39) which 
reaches its climax in Jesus’s passion and death (26:1–27:66). Moreover, it is in 
his passion and death that Jesus is finally (and ironically) revealed as βασιλεὺς 
τῶν Ἰουδαίων (27:11, 29, 37).72 And like in the earlier itineraries, Jesus subse-
quently returns to Galilee after his resurrection (28:16–20). 

                                                            
in conformity to Exod 34:28 (see LXX: τεσσαράκοντα ἡμέρας καὶ τεσσαράκοντα νύκτας· 
ἄρτον οὖκ ἔφαγεν καὶ ὕδωρ οὐκ ἔπιεν); cf. Allison, New Moses, 166–69, and Luz, Matthäus, 
1:224–225. 

65 Allison, New Moses, 165–66; Kennedy, Recapitulation, 189–92, esp. 189: “The overall 
background to the testing narrative closely corresponds to Deuteronomy 8.” 

66 E.g., Hagner, Matthew, 61–62; Allison, New Moses, 140–72; Kennedy, Recapitulation, 
154–56. 

67 Kennedy, Recapitulation, 159–60, only qualifying it as “an interesting geographical 
parallel.” According to Hubert Frankemölle, Das Matthäusevangelium: neu übersetzt und 
kommentiert (Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 2010), 18, geographical setting is one of 
the controlling elements in the structure of the plot of Matt 4:12–28:20. By contrast, he char-
acterizes Matt 1:1–4:16 as “ständiger Ortswechsel.” 

68 Anderson, Matthew’s Narrative Web, 175–89. Cf. Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:92. 
69 The importance of Jesus’s final journey to Jerusalem in the Gospel of Matthew has 

been demonstrated by Donald J. Verseput, “Jesus’ Pilgrimage to Jerusalem and Encounter 
in the Temple: A Geographical Motif in Matthew’s Gospel,” NovT 36 (1994): 105–21. Ver-
seput notes that there is a thematic coherence between Matthew’s infancy story (Matt 1–2) 
and Jesus’s final journey to Jerusalem (118). 

70 Zacharias, Matthew’s Presentation, 112–18 (esp. 115–17). 
71 This is argued for by Allison, New Moses, 248–62. 
72 Cf. Lohmeyer, Matthäus, 21. 
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In this sequence of repeated itineraries, John’s setting ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ τῆς 
Ἰουδαίας provides an indispensable link. The parallelism proposed above 
would not be complete without it, because it is John’s setting in Judea (3:1) 
which suggests that Judea is the first destination of Jesus’s second journey 
(3:13). John’s geographical setting does, then, not only contribute to Matthew’s 
portrayal of John, but also to the larger Matthean theme of Judea’s rejection of 
Jesus, which is already apparent in Judea’s hostility appearing from the first 
episodes narrated in the Gospel. John’s preaching in the wilderness of Judea 
provides a chance for Judea to repent,73 but at the end of Matthew’s story it 
becomes tragically clear that the initial sympathetic response of the inhabitants 
of Jerusalem and Judea to John the Baptist (3:5–6) has no lasting effect. Judea 
turns out to be the hostile place it was from the beginning in Matthew’s Gospel 
(cf. 2:1–18). 

C. John’s Imprisonment and Execution in Judea 
C. John’s Imprisonment and Execution in Judea 

A second spatial setting associated with Matthew’s Baptist, is prison.74 Mat-
thew does not explicitly say where John is imprisoned. Most scholars, however, 
point out that the place of his imprisonment must have been either in Perea (cf. 
Josephus, Ant. 18.116–119),75 or Galilee (cf. Mark 6:14–29),76 which both were 
part of Herod Antipas’s jurisdiction. 

In this light, Matthew’s statement that “Jesus withdrew to Galilee” after 
hearing of John being handed over (Matt 4:12) has caused surprise: if Jesus 
wanted to avoid Herod’s jurisdiction, then why does he go to Galilee?77 Some 
have therefore proposed to take ἀνεχώρησεν “he withdrew” in a neutral sense, 
without assuming that Jesus’s withdrawal was his response to the threat caused 
by Herod’s actions against the Baptist,78 but this is unlikely in light of the par-
allel in 2:22 (cf. 12:15). France suggests that Jesus moved to Galilee because 
here he was less exposed than in Judea, where John had been active,79 but this 
interpretation does not do justice to the parallel of 2:22 either. 

                                                            
73 Cf. France, “Matthew and Jerusalem,” 114. 
74 Matt 11:2, ἐν τῷ δεσμωτηρίῳ; Matt 14:3, ἐν φυλακῇ (cf. Mark 6:17). 
75 See, e.g., Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:469; Nolland, Matthew, 169; France, Mat-

thew, 553–54; Keener, Matthew, 145. 
76 See, e.g., Gnilka, Matthäusevangelium, 1:95, 2:5. 
77 E.g. Albright and Mann, Matthew, 39; Davies and Allison, Matthew, 1:376; Nolland, 

Matthew, 169; France, Matthew, 140; Bornkamm, Studien, 184. 
78 E.g., Carter, Matthew, 113; Nolland, Matthew, 169. This solution is considered by Da-

vies and Allison, Matthew, 1:376, and Luz, Matthäus, 1:234 n. 15, but in the end they leave 
the matter undecided. 

79 France, Matthew, 138 n. 2. 
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From a historical point of view, John must indeed have been imprisoned 
somewhere in Antipas’s territory, that is, in Perea or in Galilee, and if Matt 
4:12 is read from a historical point of view, this is indeed problematic. How-
ever, I suggest that from a narrative-critical perspective, Matthew’s model 
reader will have associated John’s imprisonment with Judea. 

John’s Imprisonment in Judea 

Once we restrict our view to the flow of Matthew’s narrative, it is rather obvi-
ous that John’s imprisonment is associated with Judea.80 In 3:1, Matthew has 
located the Baptist firmly in Judea. The wilderness of Judea, more specifically 
the river Jordan, is the place where John preaches and baptizes and this is where 
Jesus meets John in order to be baptized. In 4:1–11 the reader leaves John 
where he is and follows Jesus into the wilderness. When the reader subse-
quently learns that John has been handed over (4:12), it is only natural to as-
sume that the latter was taken captive in the wilderness of Judea. Moreover, 
Jesus’s retreat to Galilee in response to the news of John’s captivity seems to 
affirm this assumption, since it suggests that John’s being taken captive demon-
strates Judea’s hostility. By consequence, when John sends his disciples to Je-
sus to enquire if he is indeed the Coming One whom John expected (11:2–3), 
the most natural reading is that John sends his disciples from Judea where he 
is held captive, while Jesus is active in Galilee. 

The Judean Setting of John’s Imprisonment and Execution 

Thus far, Matthew has not provided the reason for John’s imprisonment. This 
changes, however, in chapter 14. Here it turns out that it was Herod the tetrarch 
(Ἡρῴδης ὁ τετραάρχης, 14:1) who seized81 the Baptist because the latter re-
buked him because of his marital affairs (14:3–4). Doesn’t this prove that the 
assumption of Judean captivity is false after all and that John is held captive in 
Galilee or in Perea rather than in Judea? I suggest that this is not the case and 
that there is reason to believe that in Matthew Herod the tetrarch is associated 
with Judea rather than Galilee or Perea. 

When Ἡρῴδης ὁ τετραάρχης enters the narrative in 14:1, it is immediately 
clear that this Herod is distinct from Ἡρῴδης τοῦ βασιλέως earlier in the Gos-
pel (2:1),82 but at the same time, the tetrarch and the king are linked to each 

                                                            
80 It should be noted, however, that this is not necessarily in contradiction to Josephus’s 

claim that John was taken captive to Machaerus in Perea, since Matthew’s somewhat loose 
definition of Judea includes all the south of Palestine, including the southern Transjordan 
area (see above). 

81 Cf. Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:469: “The verb [κρατέω] adds to the Jesus/John 
parallelism because it occurs several times in the passion narrative (21.46; 26.4, 48, 50, 55, 
57).” See also Gnilka, Matthäusevangelium, 2:3; Nolland, Matthew, 582. 

82 Nolland, Matthew, 579; France, Matthew, 553. 
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other by their corresponding names.83 Moreover, since later in this passage the 
tetrarch referred to as “king” as well (14:9),84 he is emphatically presented as 
a successor to the Herod of chapter 2 (even though not his first successor, see 
2:22). The existence of a Herodian dynasty ruling over the Jews/Judeans85 (οἱ 
Ἰουδαῖοι) may be regarded as common knowledge in the first century and thus 
as a part of the model reader’s encyclopaedia. However, detailed knowledge of 
the Herodian dynasty is not presupposed: (1) in 2:22 reference is made to 
Archelaus’s kingship succeeding that of “his father Herod,” a wording which 
might imply that for the model reader the family relation is not self-evident; 
(2) Matthew seems to get the historical details concerning Herodias’s first hus-
band mixed up,86 but the model reader is not supposed to notice the historical 
inaccuracy. Moreover, the very limited historical geographical knowledge as-
sumed in Matthew’s Gospel (see above), suggests that knowledge of the com-
plex territorial alterations of first century Palestine cannot be presupposed, and 
nowhere in his Gospel does Matthew connect the tetrarch with any specific 
territory.87 Matthew locates the king Herod from the time of Jesus’s birth in 
Jerusalem, as king of the Jews/Judeans (βασιλεὺς τῶν Ἰουδαίων), and the nat-
ural assumption is, therefore, that the tetrarch is somehow connected with Je-

                                                            
83 Dennert, John the Baptist, 239. Cf. Trilling, “Täufertradition,” 275: “Herodes Antipas 

wird so in eine Linie mit seinem Vater gestellt, der Jesus nach dem Leben trachtete (2,13) 
… Alle stehen in einer einzigen, gottfeindlichen Front.” 

84 Although technically incorrect from a historical point of view, “[t]he title links him 
with his father Herod the murderer (2:1, 3, 9), [and] establishes him as an opponent of God’s 
purposes (10:18);” Carter, Matthew, 304. 

85 See on the translation of Ἰουδαῖοι, France, “Matthew and Jerusalem,” 114, and chapter 
7 below. 

86 According to Josephus, Ant. 18.136–137, Herodias was married to Herod (son of Ma-
riamme II), whereas her daughter Salome was married to Philip. According to most scholars, 
the accounts of Matthew and Mark are in error from a historical point of view; see, e.g., 
Charles H.H. Scobie, John the Baptist (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964), 181; Gnilka, Matthäu-
sevangelium, 2:3; Theißen, Lokalkolorit, 92–93; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 341; Joan E. 
Taylor, John the Baptist within Second Temple Judaism: A Historical Study (London: SPCK, 
1997), 238–39. See also Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:469–70, who observe that “it may 
well be that the omission of ‘Philip’ from Mt 14.3 D lat Aug., Mk 6.17 P45 47, and the 
autograph of Lk 3.19 resulted from an awareness of the difficulty.” By contrast, Nikos Kok-
kinos, The Herodian Dynasty: Origins, Role in Society and Eclipse, 2nd ed. (London: Spink, 
2010), 223, 266–67, argues that the accounts of Mark and Matthew are historically correct, 
and that Josephus got his data mixed up. For an attempt to harmonize the accounts of Mat-
thew, Mark, and Josephus, see Harold W. Hoehner, Herod Antipas, SNTSMS 17 (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 131–36; followed by France, Matthew, 554. 

87 Note that Matthew does not retain Mark’s reference to Galilean rulers attending 
Herod’s birthday party (Matt 14:6, cf. Mark 6:21). This may, of course, be just a coincidence 
because Matthew leaves many of Mark’s details out. However, it shows at least that an un-
informed reader of Matthew’s Gospel will not have connected the event with Galilee. 
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rusalem and Judea as well. Moreover, the association of the Herods with Ju-
dea/Jerusalem is confirmed later in the narrative, when it turns out that “Hero-
dians” (Ἡρῳδιανοί) are present in Jerusalem (22:16).88 These Herodians coop-
erate with the religious authorities (the Pharisees, 22:15–16), just as king Herod 
had cooperated with the chief-priests and the scribes (2:5). The model reader 
is admittedly aware that Jerusalem is actually governed by Pilate, the Roman 
governor (Πιλᾶτος ὁ ἡγεμών, 27:2). Still, in the light of the above, (s)he will 
most likely associate the tetrarch with Judea as well. 

One might object, however, that the reference to Jesus’s withdrawal after 
hearing the news of John’s death (14:13) suggests a Galilean setting for John’s 
execution – after all, Jesus was in Galilee when he received the news. Admit-
tedly, when only 14:13 is taken into account, a Galilean setting for the preced-
ing story would make good sense.89 This would identify Galilee as a place as 
hostile as Judea and this would explain why Jesus left Galilee. However, this 
interpretation is at odds with Jesus’s presence in Galilee in the following chap-
ters, where he again travels around in the open, unhindered by hostile forces 
(15:29–39; 17:22–19:1). Moreover, after Jesus’s return from his retreat in the 
ἔρημος (14:34–36), the first opposition he encounters is explicitly linked not 
to Galilee, but to Jerusalem (15:1). In this light, it is more plausible that the 
news of John’s execution is perceived as life-threatening, because it anticipates 
the fate Jesus himself will have to undergo in Judea (see below; cf. Matt 17:9–
13). Seen from this perspective, Jesus’s retreat from Galilee does not neces-
sarily imply that Matthew’s model reader linked Herod the tetrarch to Galilee. 

It follows that Matthew’s reference to Herod the tetrarch as the one who 
held the Baptist in custody and is responsible for his execution does not con-
tradict the model reader’s conception that these events took place in Judea. 

                                                            
88 The theory that “Herodians” in fact refers to the Essenes, advanced by Constantin Da-

niel, “Les ‘Hérodiens’ du Nouveau Testament sont-ils des Esséniens?,” RevQ 6 (1967): 31–
53, has now largely been abandoned; see, e.g., Willi Braun, “Were the New Testament He-
rodians Essenes? A Critique of an Hypothesis,” RevQ 14 (1989): 75–88. Most modern schol-
ars see the Herodians as some sort of political party or pressure group, advocating Herodian 
rule, but it is hardly possible to be any more precise; see for discussion John P. Meier, “The 
Historical Jesus and the Historical Herodians,” JBL 119 (2000): 740–46; Nicholas H. Taylor, 
“Herodians and Pharisees: The Historical and Political Context of Mark 3:6; 8:15; 12:13–
17,” Neot 34 (2000): 299–310; Samuel Rocca, Herod’s Judaea: A Mediterranean State in 
the Classical World, TSAJ 122 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 259–61. It is doubtful 
whether Matthew’s model reader knows anything about the Herodians except for their name, 
which connects them to the Herods. 

89 See, e.g., Gundry, Matthew, 289: “Just as John’s imprisonment led to Jesus’ leaving 
the Jordan Valley (4:12), so now John’s death leads to evasive tactics in and around Galilee.” 
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Significance of John’s Execution in Judea 

Earlier in this chapter I have observed that in the parallel itineraries of Jesus in 
chapters 2–4, Judea is characterized as a pre-eminently hostile place.90 The 
model reader’s notion of the Baptist’s imprisonment and death in Judea further 
strengthens this perception of Judea. This is especially so in the light of the 
foreshadowing function of the story of the Baptist’s death in Matthew’s larger 
narrative: “On its surface the passage is about John; but its organic connexion 
with Jesus’ story is unmistakable. … John’s sad end foretells what is in store 
for Jesus.”91 That the Baptist’s imprisonment and execution is situated in Judea 
confirms that Judea is still a hostile place and ominously anticipates what will 
happen to Jesus when he will make his final journey to Judea and Jerusalem. 
At the end of Matthew’s narrative, the reader finds out that Jerusalem’s hostil-
ity is not the last word; Jesus’s resurrection appearance in Galilee (28:16–20) 
shows that “Jerusalem’s attempt to silence the Messiah’s voice has failed, and 
Jerusalem has become a backwater in the story of salvation history.”92 At the 
point in the story where the news of John’s execution reaches Jesus, however, 
the threat posed by Judea and Jerusalem looms large and throws an ominous 
shadow over the events to come. 

D. Conclusion 
D. Conclusion 

Matthew’s Baptist is tied closely to Judea. This is not to indicate that the Bap-
tist is portrayed as working west of the Jordan only, for Matthew’s definition 
of Judea includes the land east of the Jordan as well. 

When John first enters the stage, Matthew sets him in the wilderness of Ju-
dea (3:1). His appearance in Judea provides the first example of John and Jesus 
as parallel in Matthew’s narrative, since Jesus’s first appearance is in Judea as 
well (2:1). The Baptist’s announcement of the kingdom (3:2; cf. 4:17), the fa-
vourable response he receives from the people in general (3:5–6; cf. 4:25), as 
well as the sharp confrontation with the Judean leaders (3:7a; cf. 23:33), and 
the warning for fiery judgement (3:7b–12; cf. 13:30, 42), further contribute to 

                                                            
90 See also Ernst Lohmeyer, Galiläa und Jerusalem, FRLANT 52 (Göttingen: Vanden-

hoeck & Ruprecht, 1936), 36–39; Robert Henry Lightfoot, Locality and Doctrine in the Gos-
pels (New York: Harper, 1938), 126–31; France, “Matthew and Jerusalem,” 108–27. Cf. 
Kennedy, Recapitulation, 128–47. 

91 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 2:476. There is broad consensus, based on the many 
similarities between Matthew’s story of John’s execution and Matthew’s passion narrative, 
of the foreshadowing role of 14:1–12. See e.g., Gnilka, Matthäusevangelium, 2:4; Ernst, 
Johannes der Täufer, 176; Häfner, Verheißene Vorläufer, 305; Yamasaki, John the Baptist, 
132; Dennert, John the Baptist, 250. 

92 France, “Matthew and Jerusalem,” 112. 
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the parallelism. Despite the parallelism, however, John and Jesus are not iden-
tical: not only is the place of their ministries distinct (3:1; 4:17), Jesus attract a 
considerably wider audience than John (3:5–6; 4:23–25). Matthew’s use of ge-
ographical setting thus serves as one of the examples of his wider characteri-
zation of the Baptist as a assimilated and yet always subordinate to Jesus. 

Matthew’s Baptist never seems to leave Judea. Matthew nowhere explicitly 
states where John was imprisoned (11:2; 14:3), but the model reader naturally 
assumes that Judea was the place of his imprisonment. I have argued that this 
is not in contradiction to the fact that Matthew holds Herod the tetrarch respon-
sible for John’s imprisonment and execution, because Matthew’s model reader 
will most likely have associated the tetrarch with Judea as well. 

The primary reason why Matthew relates John the Baptist to Judea is not so 
much for the sake of the character of the Baptist himself, but because his pres-
ence there contributes to the story of Jesus. This concurs with the function of 
Matthew’s Baptist stories in general, which scholars have characterized as en-
tirely Christological. John’s appearance in the wilderness of Judea (3:1) reveals 
that when Jesus comes from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized (3:13), his 
destination is located in Judea. This provides an indispensable link in the two 
parallel itineraries that I have observed in the introductory chapters of Mat-
thew’s narrative (Matt 1–4). In these itineraries Judea is typically portrayed as 
a pre-eminently hostile place. John’s imprisonment and execution in Judea dra-
matically strengthen this portrayal of Judea; the hostility of Judea is apparent 
in the fate of John the Baptist. Both the parallel itineraries and John’s execution 
thus ominously anticipate what will happen when Jesus for the third and final 
time enters Judea. 

From a diachronic point of view, almost every tradition about the Baptist 
included in Matthew’s Gospel is derived from Mark and Q. Yet, Matthew tells 
his own story about the Baptist, providing him with a geographical setting that 
is unique for Matthew’s Baptist, which functions in Matthew’s larger geo-
graphical pattern, in which Judea becomes the centre of hostility against Jesus.



 

Chapter 6 

John’s Geographical Setting in Luke 

In the Lukan narrative (that is the Gospel of Luke and the Book of Acts), a 
large role is given to John the Baptist. As Christoph Müller observes, John is 
the only character in Luke, except for Jesus himself, whose complete life-span 
is included in the narrative.1 

Various geographical or spatial settings are associated with the Baptist. His 
birth is announced in the temple (1:8), he is born in “a city of Judah” (1:39), 
he grows up in the wilderness (1:80), where he later receives his prophetic call 
(3:2). His ministry is associated with the wilderness (7:24) and with the Jordan 
area (3:3). 

As the survey above implies, I will treat the infancy narrative as an integral 
part of Luke’s narrative. I will account for this in the first section of this chap-
ter. Subsequently, I will discuss Luke’s characterization of the Baptist and the 
various geographical settings in which the Baptist is portrayed. 

In this chapter, I will engage with “canonical Luke.” In recent years the de-
bate about the relation of Luke’s Gospel to the so-called Gospel of Marcion 
has been reopened.2 The question of priority is, of course, highly relevant for 

                                                            
1 Christoph Gregor Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet: Die Charakterzeichnung Johannes des 

Täufers im lukanischen Erzählwerk, HBS 31 (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 2001), 294. 
2 In contrast to the traditional view that Marcion’s Gospel is a reworking of Luke, Mat-

thias Klinghardt and Jason BeDuhn argue for Marcion’s priority over Luke. Klinghardt ar-
gues for a second century date for Luke’s Gospel, and, in fact, for all four canonical Gospels, 
see Matthias Klinghardt, “Markion vs. Lukas: Plädoyer für die Wiederaufnahme eines alten 
Falles,” NTS 52 (2006): 484–513; idem, Das älteste Evangelium und die Entstehung der 
kanonischen Evangelien, TANZ 60, 2 vols. (Tübingen: Francke, 2015); see also Markus 
Vinzent, “Marcion’s Gospel and the Beginnings of Early Christianity,” ASEs 32 (2015): 55–
87. Beduhn accepts a first century date for Luke, but holds that Marcion found an older 
Gospel; see Jason David BeDuhn, “The Myth of Marcion as Redactor: The Evidence of 
‘Marcion’s’ Gospel Against an Assumed Marcionite Redaction,” ASEs 29 (2012): 21–48. 
See for critical response Christopher M. Hays, “Marcion vs. Luke: A Response to the 
Plädoyer of Matthias Klinghardt,” ZNW 99 (2008): 213–32, and Michael Wolter, Das 
Lukasevangelium, HNT 5 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 3. See for a brief summary and 
discussion, Matthias Klinghardt, Jason David BeDuhn, and Judith M. Lieu, “Marcion’s Gos-
pel and the New Testament: Catalyst or Consequence?” NTS 63 (2017): 318–34. Judith Lieu 
suggests that the Gospels of Marcion and Luke both circulated in an environment of oral and 
written traditions and are probably both derived from a common ancestor; Judith M. Lieu, 
Marcion and the Making of a Heretic: God and Scripture in the Second Century (Cambridge: 
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diachronic study of Luke’s Gospel. This is, however, less so when a synchronic 
approach is followed. Moreover, since there is no indication that Marcion’s 
Gospel contained narrative sections in which John the Baptist figures – not 
only are the Lukan infancy narratives absent in Marcion’s Gospel, but (with 
the exception of 3:1a) Luke 3 and the first pericope of Luke 4 are lacking as 
well3 –, it makes sense to concentrate on canonical Luke and discuss Marcion’s 
Gospel only if necessary. 

A. The Infancy Narratives as Part of Luke’s Gospel 
A. The Infancy Narratives as Part of Luke’s Gospel 

Before discussing Luke’s portrayal of John the Baptist, the relation of the 
Lukan infancy narratives (Luke 1–2) to the body of the Gospel must be con-
sidered. This is not only necessary because a large portion of the Lukan mate-
rial on John the Baptist is located in these narratives (1:5–25, 57–80), but also 
because a number of scholars have discussed the Baptist’s portrayal in the in-
fancy narrative separately from his role in the body of the Gospel.4 

Scholarly discussion of the Lukan infancy narrative is dominated by the the-
ory that at its first stage, the narrative consisted only of the events related to 
the birth of the Baptist and the canticles of Zechariah and Elizabeth, the latter 
of which was ascribed to Mary at a later stage in the history of composition. 

                                                            
Cambridge University Press, 2015), 196–209. See for a helpful review of recent contribu-
tions Dieter T. Roth, “Marcion’s Gospel and the History of Early Christianity: The Devil is 
in the (Reconstructed) Details,” ZAC 21 (2017): 25–40. See for the larger context of the 
current discussion the Forschungsbericht by Dieter T. Roth, The Text of Marcion’s Gospel, 
NTTSD 49 (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 7–45. 

3 Cf. Klinghardt, Das älteste Evangelium, 2:463 (“Der gesamte Text von 3,1b–4,13 hat 
in Mcn eindeutig gefehlt, also die komplette Überlieferung von Johannes d. Täufer mit seiner 
Verkündigung, der Taufe Jesu mit der Geistbegabung, dem Bericht über die Einkerkerung 
des Täufers, der Stammbaum Jesu sowie die Versuchungsgeschichte.” See also Lieu, Mar-
cion, 213–14; and Roth, Text, 412. Some of Jesus’s sayings in response to John’s question 
are attested in Marcion (cf. Luke 7:18–28): “Johannes [wird] in Mcn hier zum ersten Mal 
erwähnt und als ‘der Täufer’ identifiziert … Dass Johannes ein ‘Täufer’ ist, spielt für Mcn 
… keine weitere narrative Rolle”; Klinghardt, Das älteste Evangelium, 2:575–76 (italics 
original). Possibly Marcion portrays John as one that is offended by Jesus (Lieu, Marcion, 
231; Klinghardt, Das älteste Evangelium, 2:577–78; Roth, Text, 416; cf. Luke 7:23). The 
equivalents of Luke 9:19 and 16:16 are attested as well (Klinghardt, Das älteste Evangelium, 
2:645–47, 2:868–73; Roth, Text, 420, 426). 

4 See, e.g., Martin Dibelius, Die urchristliche Überlieferung von Johannes dem Täufer, 
FRLANT 15 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1911), 50–53, 67–77; Walter Wink, 
John the Baptist in the Gospel Tradition, SNTSMS 7 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1968), 42–86; Ernst Bammel, “The Baptist in Early Christian Tradition,” NTS 18 
(1971–1972): 105–9; Otto Böcher, “Lukas und Johannes der Täufer,” SNTU A4 (1979): 27–
44. 
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This theory is usually credited to D. Völter,5 but in fact it is much older and 
was, for instance, already argued for by Friedrich Schleiermacher.6 Many 
scholars have likewise argued for a Baptist source behind Luke 1,7 although 
the opposite position (the Benedictus was an early Christian hymn, which was 
later applied to the Baptist) has also been argued for.8 Richard Dillon has re-
cently shown from a narrative-critical perspective that the story of the Baptist’s 
nativity could indeed have functioned as an independent narrative, before its 
inclusion in Luke’s Gospel.9 

                                                            
5 D. Völter, “Die Apokalypse des Zacharias im Evangelium des Lucas,” ThT 30 (1896): 

244–69. Völter’s thesis was inspired in part by Johannes Hillmann, “Die Kindheitsge-
schichte Jesu nach Lucas: kritisch untersucht,” JPTh 17 (1891): 192–261. See Wilhelm Bal-
densperger, Der Prolog des vierten Evangeliums: Sein polemisch-apologetischer Zweck 
(Freiburg im Breisgau: Mohr Siebeck, 1898), 135–39, for an early critical response. 

6 Friedrich Schleiermacher, Über die Schriften des Lukas: ein kritischer Versuch (Berlin: 
Reimer, 1817), 19–27. 

7 E.g., Clayton R. Bowen, “John the Baptist in the New Testament,” AmJT 16 (1912): 
95–103; Maurice Goguel, Au seuil de l’évangile: Jean-Baptiste (Paris: Payot, 1928), 69–75, 
esp. 73–74; Carl H. Kraeling, John the Baptist (New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1951), 16–18; 
Charles H.H. Scobie, John the Baptist (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964), 50–55; Philipp Viel-
hauer, “Das Benedictus des Zacharias (Lk 1,68–79),” in Aufsätze zum Neuen Testament, TB 
31 (Munich: Kaiser, 1965), 28–46; Daniel R. Schwartz, “On Quirinius, John the Baptist, the 
Benedictus, Melchizedek, Qumran and Ephesus,” RdQ 13 (1988): 635–46 (arguing that the 
last four verses of the Benedictus reflect Qumran’s view of Mechizedek); François Bovon, 
Das Evangelium nach Lukas, EKK 3, 4 vols. (Zürich: Benziger; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neu-
kirchener Verlag, 1989–2009), 1:51; Josef Ernst, Johannes der Täufer: Interpretation – Ge-
schichte – Wirkungsgeschichte, BZNW 53 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1989), 127–36; Peter Böhle-
mann, Jesus und der Täufer: Schlüssel zur Theologie und Ethik des Lukas, SNTSMS 99 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 36; Hans Klein, Das Lukasevangelium, 
KEK (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), 81, 86. Cautiously, Joseph A. Fitzmyer, 
The Gospel according to Luke: Introduction, Translation, and Notes, AYB 28, 2 vols. (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1981–1985, repr. 2010), 1:316–17; Joel Marcus, John the 
Baptist in History and Theology, SPNT (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 
2018), 6, 133–34. Contra Wink, John the Baptist, 68–71; Knut Backhaus, Die “Jünger-
kreise” des Täufers Johannes: Eine Studie zu den religionsgeschichtlichen Ursprüngen des 
Christentums, PaThSt 19 (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1991), 342–44. According to Raymond 
Brown, Luke did not use a Baptist source, but rather various sources which he crafted into 
his own narrative about the Baptist’s nativity, thus creating a parallel to the events surround-
ing Jesus’s birth; Raymond E. Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the In-
fancy Narratives in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, 2nd ed., ABRL (New York: Double-
day, 1993), 246–47. 

8 Pierre Benoit, “L’enfance de Jean-Baptiste selon Luc 1,” NTS 3 (1956–1957): 169–94; 
followed by John A.T. Robinson, “Elijah, John and Jesus: An Essay in Detection,” in Twelve 
New Testament Studies, SBT 34 (London: SCM, 1962), 48–52. 

9 Richard J. Dillon, “A Narrative Analysis of the Baptist’s Nativity in Luke 1,” CBQ 79 
(2017): 240–60. 
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It is indeed possible that the traditions about the Baptist’s birth originated 
among followers of the Baptist and were supplemented by parallel traditions 
regarding Jesus before the infancy narrative was incorporated in the Gospel of 
Luke. The pivotal question is, however, whether this incorporation into the 
Gospel was done in such a way as to result in a narrative whole. According to 
Hans Conzelmann this was not the case. He saw such a strong distinction be-
tween the theological outlook of the infancy narrative and the Gospel proper 
that he almost completely ignored the infancy narrative.10 His position met 
fierce criticism, however. H.H. Oliver argued that John’s role in the infancy 
narrative very well fits Conzelmann’s view of Lukan salvation history.11 Paul 
S. Minear offered even more fundamental criticism.12 Besides showing that the 
infancy narrative reflects Lukan wording, style, and theology,13 he argued that 
Conzelmann’s salvation-historical model was too linear and lacked the subtlety 
present in Luke.14 “If Conzelmann had taken full account of the nativity stories, 
I believe his position would have been changed at several major points.”15 

Based on the work of Oliver, Minear, and others, in the following decades 
consensus emerged that despite indications that the infancy narrative was prob-
ably the last piece of text added to the Gospel (as appears from the introduction 
in 3:1–2),16 the infancy narrative contains so much Lukan language and so 
much anticipates Lukan themes that in its present form it is an integral part of 
the Gospel indeed.17 In addition to this, scholars have observed similarities to 

                                                            
10 Hans Conzelmann, Die Mitte der Zeit: Studien zur Theologie des Lukas, 6th ed., BHT 

17 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1977), 160; cf. 9 n. 2. 
11 H.H. Oliver, “The Lucan Birth Stories and the Purpose of Luke-Acts,” NTS 10 (1963–

1964): 202–26. 
12 Paul S. Minear, “Luke’s Use of the Birth Stories,” in Studies in Luke-Acts, ed. Leander 

E. Keck and J. Louis Martyn (London: SPCK, 1968), 111–30. 
13 Minear, “Luke’s Use,” 112–18. 
14 Minear, “Luke’s Use,” 120–25. 
15 Minear, “Luke’s Use,” 121. 
16 Heinz Schürmann, Das Lukasevangelium, HThKNT 3, 2 vols., 2nd ed. (Freiburg: 

Herder, 1984), 1:140–41; Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:310–11; Brown, Birth, 240; Böhlemann, Jesus 
und der Täufer, 36–37. 

17 Benoit, “L’enfance,” 169–94; Schürmann, Lukasevangelium, 1:140–41, “Daß Luk 
selbst die Vorgeschichte seinem Ev eingefügt hat, kann nicht bezweifelt warden … Offen-
sichtlich hat Luk seiner διήγησις nachträglich Kap 1–2 vorgeklebt und diese dann so redi-
giert, daß schon manche Züge des Evangeliums vorweg aufblinkten.” (italics original); Ian 
Howard Marshall, The Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC 3 (Exeter: 
Paternoster; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978, repr. 1989), 46; John Nolland, Luke, WBC 35, 
2 vols (Dallas: Word, 1989), 1:17–19; Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:310–11; Brown, Birth, 239–43 
(e.g., 242, “The infancy narrative can be seen as a true introduction to some of the main 
themes of the Gospel proper, and no analysis of Lucan theology should neglect it”); Klein, 
Lukasevangelium, 81 (and cf. 85 on 1:5–20, “Wie sehr Lk diesen Abschnitt selbst gestaltet 
hat, zeigen die vielen Lukanismen”). Many examples of Lukan redaction in Luke 1–2 (as 
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other parts of Luke-Acts,18 thereby showing that the infancy narrative is rooted 
firmly in Luke-Acts as a whole. From a narrative-critical perspective, more-
over, scholars have argued that the infancy narrative functions as a prologue 
which frames the whole narrative, introduces its main themes, sets the narrative 
in motion, and thus fulfils an essential role in Luke-Acts as a whole.19 

In this chapter, I will discuss John’s whereabouts in the infancy narrative 
and his geographical setting in separate sections, because the episodes in ques-
tion pertain to distinctive temporal settings. However, for the reasons sketched 
above, I will deal with the infancy narrative as an integral part of Luke-Acts in 
its final form. Both the infancy narrative and the body of the Gospel, then, 
contribute to the portrayal of John the Baptist and to the geographical settings 
in which he appears. 

B. John in the Lukan Writings 
B. John in the Lukan Writings 

Throughout the twentieth and early twenty-first century, much attention has 
been given to Luke’s portrayal of the Baptist. Recurrent subjects under discus-
sion include his portrayal as a parallel of Jesus (especially in the infancy nar-
rative), Luke’s depiction of John as a prophet, how his role relates to the ex-
pected return of Elijah, and in particular his place in salvation history. In this 
section, I will summarize how the conception of Luke’s portrayal of the Baptist 
has developed through time. 

                                                            
well as traditional material) are discussed by Joachim Jeremias, Die Sprache des Lukasevan-
geliums: Redaktion und Tradition im Nicht-Markusstoff des dritten Evangeliums, KEK (Göt-
tingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1980), 15–103. 

18 Raymond Brown observes similarities in function and content between Luke 1–2 and 
Acts 1–2 (Brown, Birth, 242–43). Luc Devillers, “The Infancy of Jesus and the Infancy of 
the Church: From the Canticles (Luke 1–2) to the Summaries (Acts 1–7),” in Infancy Gos-
pels: Stories and Identities, ed. Claire Clivaz et al., WUNT 281 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2011), 351–73, argues that Brown does not go far enough and shows that there are many 
parallels between Luke 1–2 and Acts 1–7; see also Sabine Van Den Eynde, “Children of the 
Promise: On the ΔΙΑΘΗΚΗ-promise to Abraham in Lk 1,72 and Acts 3,25,” in The Unity of 
Luke-Acts, ed. J. Verheyden, BETL 117 (Leuven: Leuven University Press; Leuven: Peeters, 
1999), 469–82. François Bovon argues that the structure of the story of Cornelius (Acts 10) 
shows similarities to that of the birth of John the Baptist (Bovon, Lukas, 1:47). 

19 E.g., Joseph B. Tyson, “The Birth Narratives and the Beginning of Luke’s Gospel,” 
Semeia 52 (1990): 103–20; Mark Coleridge, The Birth of the Lukan Narrative: Narrative as 
Christology in Luke 1–2, JSNTSup 88 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1993); Robert 
C. Tannehill, Luke, ANTC (Nashville: Abingdon, 1996), 40; Philip L. Shuler, “The Rhetor-
ical Character of Luke 1–2,” in Literary Studies in Luke-Acts: Essays in Honor of Joseph B. 
Tyson, ed. Richard P. Thompson and Thomas E. Phillips (Macon, GA: Mercer University 
Press, 1998), 173–89. 
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In his discussion of the Lukan infancy narrative, Martin Dibelius observed 
a parallel structure, in which pericopes pertaining to John alternate with corre-
sponding passages pertaining to Jesus.20 This approach has set the agenda until 
today. Although there is much debate about the details of the parallel structure, 
resulting in various distinct proposals,21 the occurrence of such a parallelism in 
the infancy narrative is almost undisputed.22 For Dibelius, the parallel structure 
reflects John’s high status, since John and Jesus are depicted in a similar, al-
most intertwined way. 

With respect to the body of the Gospel, Dibelius argued that John is por-
trayed as a prophet, who not only announces judgement but also salvation.23 
John brings the good news (εὐηγγελίζετο, 3:18) and gives ethical admonitions 
(3:10–14). Moreover, Luke has expanded Mark’s quotation of Isa 40:3 so as to 
include, by way of climax, the reference to God’s salvation (3:6; cf. Isa 40:5). 

Ernst Lohmeyer concurred that Luke’s John is first and foremost a prophet. 
He emphasized, though, that in comparison to Mark and Matthew, John is only 
a prophet, not so much the precursor of Jesus.24 His preaching is similar to that 
of Isaiah, but John is not the fulfilment of Isaiah’s prophecy. In his death, John 
shares the fate of the prophets, but (unlike in Mark) John’s death is not pre-
sented as an anticipation of the death of Jesus.25 John is not portrayed as the 
returned Elijah – Luke eliminates most of Mark’s references pertaining to 
John’s role as Elijah – and even in the infancy narrative, John’s Elijanic role is 
unrelated to Jesus: 

Er bereitet nicht mehr einem Messias den Weg, sondern vollbringt, was sonst des 
Messias Werk ist; er bereitet Gott die Stätte seines ewigen Wohnens, er spendet Er-
kenntnis des Heils, er vermag seinem Volk Sünden zu vergeben.26  

                                                            
20 Dibelius, Urchristliche Überlieferung, 67. 
21 See, for instance, the five proposals listed by Brown, Birth, 248–49, to which he adds 

his own (251–52). See also Wink, John the Baptist, 58–59; Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:313. 
22 See however Wolter, Lukasevangelium, 71–72, who denies that such a parallel struc-

ture is in view. 
23 Dibelius, Urchristliche Überlieferung, 50–53. Note that for Dibelius (whose focus was 

on separating history from Christian interpretation), this shows how much Luke has “Chris-
tianized” the Baptist, for the historical Baptist was, in his view, a preacher of judgement. 

24 Ernst Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, vol. 1 of Das Urchristentum (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1932), 15: “Lukas hat vielleicht noch starker versucht, dem 
Täufer nur die Rolle eines Propheten zuzuweisen.” 

25 Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, 15–17; followed by Conzelmann, Mitte, 19. 
26 Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, 23. See, however, Fitzmyer’s response: “[N]o reader 

of the parallel accounts [in the infancy narrative] fails to miss the further import of Kyrios, 
which is eventually transferred in the infancy narrative to Jesus himself [cf. 1:43];” Joseph 
A. Fitzmyer, “The Lucan Picture of John the Baptist as Precursor of the Lord,” in Luke the 
Theologian: Aspects of His Teaching (New York: Paulist, 1989), 103. 
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With respect to the infancy narrative, Lohmeyer notes that much emphasis is 
placed on the connection to the Temple and the cult.27 The infancy narrative 
begins (1:8–20) and ends (2:22–52) in the temple. The temple is where the 
priesthood and purity regulations have their base, as well as the place of divine 
revelation, mediated through an angelic vision (1:8–20) and through prophecy 
(2:25–38). 

In his pioneering work on redaction criticism in Luke, Hans Conzelmann 
likewise claimed that Luke’s John is not portrayed as a precursor to Jesus, nor 
as Elijah,28 but as “der letzte der Propheten.”29 In his three-stage view of sal-
vation history (Old Testament – Jesus’s ministry – the church),30 John belongs 
to the old era, as Luke 16:16 suggests: “Nicht mehr der Anbruch des neuen 
Äon wird durch Johannes markiert, sondern ein Einschnitt zwischen zwei Epo-
chen der einen, kontinuierlichen Geschichte.”31 That John and Jesus belong to 
different eras becomes nowhere more clear than in their sharply separated 
working areas.32 Conzelmann admits that the infancy narrative does not sustain 
such a sharp distinction between John and Jesus,33 but throughout his work 
Conzelmann leaves the infancy narrative almost completely out of considera-
tion. 

Walter Wink strongly objects to Conzelmann’s view of John’s place in sal-
vation history. Like Dibelius, Wink observes that John’s portrayal in Luke is 
related to salvation, which shows that the Baptist belongs to the era of fulfil-
ment.34 Wink admits, however, that John “is excluded from the period of Jesus’ 
ministry.”35 He therefore revises Conzelmann’s model of salvation history by 
including several distinctive stages in Conzelmann’s middle period (prepara-
tion – Galilean Ministry – Journey to Jerusalem – events at Jerusalem); John 
does belong to the era of salvation, but only to its first, preperatory stage.36 
According to Wink, this concurs with John’s role in the infancy narrative.37 
With respect to John’s relation to Elijah, Wink concurs that “Luke has retained 

                                                            
27 Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, 24. 
28 Conzelmann, Mitte, 18. 
29 Conzelmann, Mitte, 19. 
30 Conzelmann, Mitte, 9. 
31 Conzelmann, Mitte, 17. 
32 Conzelmann’s interpretation of Luke’s use of geography, as well as the sharp critique 

offered by Wink, will be discussed later in this chapter. 
33 Conzelmann, Mitte, 160: “Ein Sonderproblem stellt noch die Vorgeschichte. … An 

einigen Stellen besteht direkter Widerspruch (so in der Analogie zwischen Täufer und Jesus, 
die in der Vorgeschichte unterstrichen, im übrigen Evangelium mit Bewußtsein vermieden 
ist).” 

34 Wink, John the Baptist, 52–53. 
35 Wink, John the Baptist, 55. 
36 Wink, John the Baptist, 55. 
37 Wink, John the Baptist, 79–81. 
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nothing of John’s role as Elijah.”38 Luke has reserved the role of Elijah for 
Jesus, not for John, “only because Elijah is the greatest of the Old Testament 
prophets, and in the comparison Jesus is made even greater than he.”39 

In the following decades, most scholars have argued that in Luke’s view of 
salvation history, John is a transitional, somewhat ambiguous figure, whose 
appearance inaugurates the era of salvation, though John himself is not fully 
part of it. “Er personalisiert vielmehr die Dialektik zwischen der alten Zeit, die 
vergeht, aber trotzdem weiterlebt in der neuen Zeit Christi. Johannes steht ein 
für die Kontinuität, nicht aber für die Ablösung der Zeiten.”40 With respect to 
the infancy narrative, attention shifted away from the quest for sources to the 
narrative in its final composition, thereby adding nuance to the parallelism be-
tween Jesus and John: the parallelism does not imply equality, but serves to 
emphasize Jesus’s superiority over John.41 Joseph Tyson and Philip Shuler 
have argued that such a parallel presentation of a certain character anticipating 
the life of a protagonist is attested in Hellenistic literature as well, functioning 
as a framing device.42 

A somewhat different approach is taken by Peter Böhlemann. He argues that 
throughout Luke 1–4 (not only in the infancy narrative) contrasting parallels 
are drawn between John and Jesus.43 Moreover, throughout Luke-Acts Jesus is 
continually, albeit most of the time implicitly, set in contrast to John. These 
contrasts provide the key to Luke’s theology, “denn sie zeigen, wie er seiner 
Theologie in Abgrenzung von Johannes dem Täufer und im Werben um seine 
Anhänger theologische Tiefe und systematisches Profil verleiht.”44 Like 
Conzelmann, Böhlemann thus perceives John and Jesus as clearly separate fig-
ures: John has no part in the Gospel, belongs unequivocally to the old era.45 He 
is a preacher of judgement whose message is rejected by Jesus.46 In the end, 
however, Böhlemann’s thesis is not convincing. He emphasizes John’s subor-
dination to Jesus so strongly, that the element of salvation in John’s portrayal 

                                                            
38 Wink, John the Baptist, 42 (see 42–45 for discussion). 
39 Wink, John the Baptist, 45; followed by Böcher, “Lukas,” 35–37. Contra Robert J. 

Miller, “Elijah, John, and Jesus in the Gospel of Luke,” NTS 34 (1988): 611–22, who argues 
that Luke associates John, but not Jesus, with Elijah. 

40 Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 112. See also Schürmann, Lukasevangelium, 1:185–87; 
Fitzmyer, Luke, 2:1115; Robert L. Webb, John the Baptizer and Prophet: A Socio-Historical 
Study, JSNTSup 62 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1991), 69–70; Edmondo F. Lupieri, 
“John the Baptist in New Testament Traditions and History,” ANRW 26.1:442–46. 

41 Nolland, Luke, 1:23–24; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 113–114; Webb, John the Bap-
tizer, 62. 

42 Tyson, “Birth Narrative,” 114–15; Shuler, “Rhetorical Character,” 173–89. 
43 Böhlemann, Jesus und der Täufer, 7–66. 
44 Böhlemann, Jesus und der Täufer, 313. 
45 See, e.g., Böhlemann, Jesus und der Täufer, 50–54. 
46 See especially the concluding remarks in Böhlemann, Jesus und der Täufer, 319. 
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almost completely fades into the background. Moreover, many of the implicit 
contrasts Böhlemann perceives throughout Luke-Acts in support of his thesis, 
are speculative to say the least.47 

The increasing emphasis on the infancy narrative as part of Luke’s Gospel 
as a whole has in the past decades resulted in a reassessment of John’s Elijanic 
role: John acts like the expected Elijah in preparing the people for the coming 
of the Lord (1:17; 7:27; cf. 1:76), even though this role is not fleshed out as 
eschatologically as in Mark and (especially) Matthew.48 John’s Elijanic role in 
Luke-Acts is discussed particularly by Jaroslav Rindoš,49 who concludes that 
John does indeed depict John the Baptist “in the role of Elijah, the promised 
preparing messenger.”50 This is not denied by Luke’s simultaneous association 
of Jesus with Elijah. On the contrary, “[s]ince John the Baptist is also a prophet 
… and Luke even highlights the continuity between John and Jesus … it is 
natural to see the two depicted in a similar way.”51 However, Luke’s John is 
like Elijah, he is not Elijah in person. In order “to eliminate any risk of confus-
ing the two identities”52 Luke has left out Mark’s reference to John’s clothing 
(Mark 1:6) and Jesus’s saying that “Elijah has come” (Mark 9:11–13), while 
seemingly superfluously adding “the son of Zechariah” in referring to John 
(3:2). 

Christoph Müller has made a comprehensive study of John the Baptist as a 
character in the Lukan narrative.53 He concludes from the fact that John’s life 
is narrated from birth to death “daß es sich bei Johannes dem Täufer für den 
Erzähler Lukas nicht um eine Nebenfigur, sondern um einen Protagonisten der 
von ihm erzählten Geschichte handelt.”54 Like Böhlemann, Müller observes 
that throughout Luke 1–4 John and Jesus are depicted as parallel characters, 
but unlike Böhlemann, he argues that this shows how closely John and Jesus 
belong together, even when they are set in contrast. “In einem synkritischen 

                                                            
47 A typical example concerns the Moses-John the Baptist typology he perceives in Ste-

phen’s speech (see below, in relation to John’s presence in the wilderness). 
48 E.g. Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 110; Webb, John the Baptizer, 62, 67–68, and 70 

(“Luke does place John in the role of Elijah-redivivus”); Markus Öhler, Elia im neuen Tes-
tament: Untersuchungen zur Bedeutung des alttestamentlichen Propheten im frühen Chris-
tentum, BZNW 88 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1997), 77–89. Contra Böhlemann, Jesus und der 
Täufer, 17. 

49 Jaroslav Rindoš, He of Whom It Is Written: John the Baptist and Elijah in Luke, ÖBS 
38 (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 2010). 

50 Rindoš, He of Whom It Is Written, 193. 
51 Rindoš, He of Whom It Is Written, 196 (italics original). 
52 Rindoš, He of Whom It Is Written, 198. See for a similar conclusion, David M. Miller, 

“The Messenger, the Lord, and the Coming Judgement in the Reception History of Malachi 
3,” NTS 53 (2007): 1–16. 

53 Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet. 
54 Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet, 296. 
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Verfahren werden Johannes und Jesus von Anfang an und … über Lk 1–2 hin-
aus miteinander verbunden und einander zugeordnet.”55 This close connection 
between John and Jesus reveals that for Luke, both characters contribute to the 
history of salvation.56 With respect to John himself, Müller claims that John is 
portrayed first and foremost as Jesus’s predecessor, who prepares the people 
for the coming of Jesus.57 In this role, he appears as a prophet, with an ascetic 
life-style,58 preaching baptism, salvation, and judgement, and his preaching 
overshadows his baptizing activities.59 According to Müller, Luke’s character-
ization of the Baptist is most aptly summarized by Paul’s retrospective state-
ment in Ephesus, which coincides with the final reference to the Baptist in the 
Lukan narrative:60 “John baptized a baptism of repentance, urging the people 
to believe in the One coming after him, that is in Jesus” (Acts 19:4). 

C. Settings Associated with John’s Birth 
C. Settings Associated with John’s Birth 

Roughly the first half of the Lukan infancy narrative (1:5–2:52) is focused on 
the events surrounding the miraculous conceptions of John the Baptist and Je-
sus and the birth and youth of the former (1:5–80). As has been observed above, 
the narrative reflects a strong connection between John and Jesus, even up to 
the level of family relation (1:36),61 but John is subordinated to Jesus from the 
outset. John’s birth is announced by an unnamed “angel of the Lord” (1:11), 
that of Jesus by “the angel Gabriel” (1:26). John’s conception is a miraculous 
and divinely ordained event (1:13, 36), but not unprecedented in the light of 
the Old Testament (Isaac, Samson, Samuel). Jesus, by contrast, is uniquely 
conceived of the Holy Spirit (1:35). And even before the two are born, John 
joyfully responds to Jesus (1:41, 44) and thus anticipates his future task62 to 
point to Jesus (cf. Acts 19:4), whom he will later identify as the stronger one 
(ὁ ἰσχυρότερός μου 3:16). 

In the first part of the infancy narrative (1:5–80), most narrative space is 
devoted to John the Baptist, in the second part (2:1–52), the spotlight is exclu-
sively on Jesus. Both parts of the infancy narrative are given a specific temporal 

                                                            
55 Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet, 300. 
56 Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet, 301. 
57 Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet, 304. 
58 Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet, 308. 
59 Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet, 307–8. 
60 Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet, 309. 
61 Note that in contrast to later tradition, the text does not specify what kind of family 

relationship is in view; see Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 275: “Der vage und unbestimmte 
Begriff συγγενίς sperrt sich jedoch gegen jede Form von Ahnenforschung und Stammbaum-
analyse.” 

62 Cf. Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet, 116–17. 
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setting. The first part is set “in the days of Herod, king of Judea” (ἐν ταῖς 
ἡμέραις Ἡρῴδου βασιλέως τῆς Ἰουδαίας; 1:5), whereas the second is related 
to the Roman emperor Augustus and has the whole world (πᾶσαν τὴν 
οἰκουμένην) in view (2:1). The widening scope thus again hints at Jesus’s su-
periority over John.63 

The temporal setting of the days of “Herod, king of Judea,” draws the 
reader’s attention to the geographical area of Judea, which is – especially if 
Luke’s Judea includes the Galilean territory, as several scholars have claimed64 
– the overarching geographical setting for the events to follow. Within this 
larger setting, three geographical settings occur in relation to the events related 
to the conception, place of birth, and youth of John the Baptist. In this section 
I will discuss the significance of the settings related to John’s birth. Because 
the setting related to John’s youth (1:80) is closely related to his appearance 
later in the Lukan narrative, I will discuss John’s presence in the wilderness in 
a separate section. 

The Temple 

The angelic announcement of John’s birth is set in the temple in Jerusalem, 
where his father Zechariah fulfils his priestly duties (1:8). This setting obvi-
ously contributes to John’s characterization as one coming from a priestly 
background.65 Many scholars have pointed out, and rightly so, that the setting 
of the temple is highly significant for the infancy narratives66 and for Luke-
Acts as a whole: 

The infancy narratives begin and end in the temple (cf. 2:41–51), the whole Gospel 
account begins and ends in the temple (cf. 24:53), and Jesus is taken off to trial and 

                                                            
63 Cf. Klein, Lukasevangelium, 86; Wolter, Lukasevangelium, 70. 
64 Cf. Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 52: “Judäa bezeichnet, wie im allgemeinen hellenis-

tischen Sprachgebrauch üblich, das ganze Judenland und nicht etwa nur die von Samaria und 
Galiläa unterschiedene Landschaft im engeren Sinne.” See also John Martin Creed, The Gos-
pel according to St. Luke: The Greek Text with Introduction, Notes and Indices (London: 
Macmillan, 1960), 8; Schürmann, Lukasevangelium, 1:29 n. 12; Marshall, Luke, 51; Fitz-
myer, Luke, 1:322; Nolland, Luke, 1:25. See, however, the remark by John T. Carroll, Luke: 
A Commentary, NTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2012), 25: “Judea refers here to 
the territory of the Jewish people in Palestine … The ensuing events, though, do occur within 
the more limited area associated with the name Judea proper.” 

65 Cf. Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, 24. Is characterization of John’s priestly origins 
modelled after Jeremiah’s priestly background? See below (on 3:2) for other allusions to 
Jeremiah in the characterization of John the Baptist. Kraeling, John the Baptist, 19–27, and 
Marcus, John the Baptist, 133–34, accept John’s priestly origins as a historical datum. 

66 Joel B. Green, The Gospel of Luke, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 61, points 
out with respect to the infancy narrative that “approximately 40 percent of the story itself is 
set within the walls of the temple.” 



  C. Settings Associated with John’s Birth  139 

execution from a daily temple teaching ministry (21:37–38). In Acts as well the temple 
is a focus of Christian loyalty from chap. 2 to chap. 26.67 

Furthermore, throughout Luke-Acts, Jerusalem and the temple remain in view. 
A large portion of the Gospel is devoted to Jesus’s way to Jerusalem (9:51–
19:44) and when Jesus finally enters the city, his focus is exclusively on the 
temple.68 In Luke-Acts, then, Jerusalem and the temple are clearly thematised 
space.69 

With respect to Jerusalem, Fitzmyer notes: “It is not merely the place where 
Jesus suffered, died, and was raised to glory; it is also the place where salvation 
itself has been accomplished once and for all and from which preordained wit-
nesses carry forth the kerygma about it.”70 The centrality of Jerusalem and es-
pecially the temple is, therefore, never rejected.71 On the contrary, the church 
in Acts shows a positive attitude towards the temple and until the end, the tem-
ple is a place of divine revelation (Acts 22:17–21).72 However, in the course of 
the narrative, a transition is being made from the temple to Jesus and the Holy 
Spirit as the locus of divine presence. In the infancy stories, the temple is the 
place of divine revelation (1:8–20, 22; 2:25–38).73 But as the story develops, 
“when Jesus enters the Temple or is in the Temple, the Temple is really the 
Temple. To state it more precisely, Jesus and the kābôd are connected.”74 And 
in Acts, “[t]he narrative includes two quite emphatic denials of the notion of 
localised divine presence, delivered by Stephen and Paul … (Acts 7,48; 

                                                            
67 Nolland, Luke, 1:23. See also, e.g., Schürmann, Lukasevangelium, 1:28; Brown, Birth, 

237; Carroll, Luke, 27; Wolter, Lukasevangelium, 75: “einer erzählerischen Inklusion, die 
von erheblicher theologischer Bedeutung ist.” 

68 Conzelmann, Mitte, 68–71. 
69 See for the concept of “thematised space” Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the 

Theory of Narrative, 3rd ed. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 139 and chapter 
1 above. 

70 Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:165, see for discussion 1:164–71. 
71 J. Bradley Chance, Jerusalem, the Temple, and the New Age in Luke-Acts (Macon, GA: 

Mercer University Press, 1988), 40, commenting on Acts 7:47–50: “One would not wish to 
argue that Luke here is advocating an absolute rejection of the temple. This would be an 
absurd assertion in light of the numerous texts that speak positively of the temple cult.” 
Contra Conzelmann, Mitte, 71: “Im Blick auf die Kirche ist der Anspruch der Juden wider-
legt. Ihre Berufung auf den Tempel, die Tradition, besteht zu Unrecht.”  

72 Cf. Joseph B. Tyson, Images of Judaism in Luke-Acts (Columbia: University of South 
Carolina Press, 1992), 163–64. See also Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles: A New 
Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AYB 31 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1998, repr. 2010), 707: “The Lucan Paul is thus eager to admit that he still continued 
to pray in the Temple after his conversion.” 

73 Tyson, Images, 183. 
74 Klaus Baltzer, “The Meaning of the Temple in the Lukan Writings,” HTR 58 (1965): 

275. 
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17,24).”75 Even the vision Paul receives in the temple fits this pattern, for it is 
Jesus who appears in the temple, speaking to Paul (Acts 22:17–22).76 Moreo-
ver, earlier in Acts it has already become clear that divine revelation is not 
restricted to the temple (e.g., Acts 13:2; 16:9–10). Now that the Holy Spirit has 
been poured out, the temple is no longer needed as the place where divine rev-
elation can exclusively be found.77 In the new era, “the notion of divine pres-
ence is expressed not in terms of residency and centrality, but is disseminated 
as the Holy Spirit manifest in the life and growth of the Church.”78 This tran-
sition coheres with the transition from Jerusalem to Rome, the centre of the 
whole earth as it was then known, in the narrative of Acts (cf. Acts 1:8; 
28:31).79 

With respect to the episode in Luke 1:8–20, then, the temple is not only a 
suitable place for the angelic encounter that befalls Zechariah, but also ties the 
announcement of salvation and restoration which John will bring (1:13–17) to 
a setting which in biblical scenery pre-eminently functions as the place of di-
vine presence and revelation, which here functions in agreement with the Old 
Testament ideal. Throughout Luke’s narrative the temple will remain the place 
from which salvation unfolds, even though eventually Jesus and the Holy Spirit 
will become the locus of divine revelation and guidance. Yet, in comparing the 
parallel accounts of John and Jesus in the infancy narratives, it is striking that 
although John’s birth is announced in the temple, John himself never enters 
this holy place, in contrast to Jesus, whose first public appearance is located 
just there (2:22–38), and who even is so much at home in the temple that he 
regards it as his father’s house (2:49). Thus on the one hand, the announcement 
of John’s birth is given in a setting which, rooted in biblical tradition, is pre-
eminently related to divine revelation and salvation, while on the other John 
remains subordinate to Jesus, who in the temple is “at home.” 

A City in the Hill Country of Judah 

After Zechariah’s encounter with the angel in the temple, he returns home 
(1:23). It is only in 1:39 that the reader finds out where this home is, since this 
is also the destiny of Mary’s journey after the annunciation, namely “to the hill 
country … to a city of Judah” (εἰς τὴν ὀρεινὴν … εἰς πόλιν Ἰούδα). This is the 
place where John the Baptist is born and from where the news of the miraculous 

                                                            
75 Nicholas H. Taylor, “Luke-Acts and the Temple,” in Verheyden, Unity, 719. 
76 Fitzmyer, Acts, 708. 
77 According to Tyson, Images, 184–85, this is symbolized by the closing of the gates of 

the temple in Acts 21:30. 
78 Taylor, “Luke-Acts,” 719. 
79 Taylor, “Luke-Acts,” 719; cf. Fitzmyer, Acts, 206–207. 
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events surrounding his birth and naming spreads “in all the hill country of Ju-
dea” (ἐν ὅλῃ τῇ ὀρεινῇ τῆς Ἰουδαίας, 1:65).80 

Many interpreters, ancient and modern, have found the reference to “a city 
of Judah” unsatisfactory. Clemens Kopp, for instance, speculates with refer-
ence to the (unknown but assumed) Hebrew/Aramaic name of the settlement: 
“Vielleicht fehlte er schon in seiner Quelle, oder das hebräische Wort klang 
ihm so fremdartig und unbedeutend, daß er es fallen ließ.”81 From the sixth 
century onwards, Christian tradition has identified Ain Karim as the place of 
John’s birth,82 but this tradition is without historical value.83 It has also been 
proposed that Ἰούδα either refers to, or is a corruption or mistranslation of 
Juta/Jutta,84 a city that at the time of Joshua was assigned to the priests (Josh 
21:16). 

                                                            
80 The substantive use of ὀρεινή with respect to the hill country of Judea is attested in 

Josephus as well (Ant. 12.7; cf. War 4.451). Pliny even transliterates the word into Latin in 
his reference to the area around Jerusalem as Orinen, in qua fuerre Hierosolyma (Nat. 5.15). 

81 Clemens Kopp, Die heiligen Stätten der Evangelien, 2nd ed. (Regensburg: Pustet, 
1964), 130. 

82 Kopp, Heiligen Stätten, 132–37. 
83 Cf. Jerome Murphy O’Connor, “Sites Associated with John the Baptist,” RB 112 

(2005): 257–58. In the early twentieth century several scholars argued that Ain Karim was, 
in fact, John’s place of birth; see Conrad Schick, “The Birthplace of St. John the Baptist,” 
PEQ 37 (1905): 61–69; Theodor Innitzer, Johannes der Täufer nach der heiligen Schrift und 
der Tradition (Vienna: Von Mayer, 1908), 30–36. No evidence earlier than the early Byzan-
tine period is adduced, however, and to date the early sixth century sources cited by Kopp 
(see above) is the oldest evidence available. After discussing many Christian traditions con-
cerning sites related to Jesus, Joan E. Taylor, Christians and the Holy Places: The Myth of 
Jewish-Christian Origins (Oxford: Clarendon, 1993), argues that “Archaeological and liter-
ary evidence taken together bears out the impression that Byzantine Christian holy sites were 
not venerated by Christians prior to the fourth century” (335), and that “[t]he idea of the 
Christian holy place … began in the fourth century with the innovations of the emperor 
Constantine,” (340) resulting in the beginning of Christian pilgrimage. It is very likely that 
the tradition that identified Ain Karim as John’s place of birth originated in this period as 
well. Shimon Gibson, The Cave of John the Baptist: The First Archaeological Evidence of 
the Historical Reality of the Gospel Story (London: Arrow, 2004), 83–85, nevertheless seems 
to accept the Ain Karim-tradition without discussion. 

84 E.g., Theodor Zahn, Das Evangelium des Lucas ausgelegt, KNT 3, 1st and 2nd ed. 
(Leipzig: Deichert, 1913), 95: “Was aber lag näher als durch den unbekannten Ortsnamen 
Jutta an den berühmten Namen Juda erinnert zu werden und diesen für jenen zu setzen? Ob 
diese nur lautliche, nicht sachliche Verdunkelung der ursprünglichen Tradition auf Rech-
nung des Lc oder eines älteren Berichterstatters, dem Lc folgte, oder eines uralten Ab-
schreibers des 3. Ev zu setzen ist, können wir nicht mehr entscheiden.” See for details con-
cerning the conjectures Ἰοῦττα and Ἰοῦτα Jan Krans, Bert Jan Lietaert Peerbolte et al., eds., 
“The Amsterdam Database of New Testament Conjectural Emendation,” cj11353, 
http://ntvmr.uni-muenster.de/nt-conjectures?conjID=cj11353. According to Völter, Ἰούδα is 
a mistranslation from an Aramaic original, influenced by the analogy to εἰς πόλιν Δαυὶδ in 
2:4 (“Apokalyps,” 264). 
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Nowadays, such interpretations have been abandoned,85 and εἰς πόλιν Ἰούδα 
is commonly interpreted, and rightly so, as a phrase reflecting Old Testament 
language: “Der Erzähler ist an einer genauen Ortsangabe nicht interessiert, ihm 
genügt der Hinweis auf die Verwurzelung des Johannes im Stammland des Ju-
dentum.”86 This usage thus contributes to the numerous allusions in Luke 1 to 
Old Testament stories (e.g., Isaac, Samson, and Samuel), leaving the impres-
sion of a “biblical” scenery. A similar picture thus emerges as in the case of 
the revelation Zecheriah received in the temple. The events surrounding John’s 
birth make perfectly clear that the time of salvation has arrived (1:41–55), but 
these events unfold in a typical Old Testament setting, thus showing that the 
time of salvation which dawns in the births of John and Jesus is firmly rooted 
in God’s revelation in the past. Again, though, the parallelism between John 
and Jesus reveals which character takes pride of place: John is born in a “town 
of Judah,” related to Israel’s past, but only in a general sense – the town re-
mains unnamed. Jesus is born in “Bethlehem the town of David” (2:4), a town 
equally related to Israel’s past, but in a specific, messianic way. 

D. John in the Wilderness 
D. John in the Wilderness 

The final setting in which John the Baptist appears in the infancy narrative is 
“in the wilderness places” (ἐν ταῖς ἐρήμοις, 1:80). A.S. Geyser argued that the 
phrase is a veiled reference to John’s adoption by the Essenes, such as those 
living in Qumran. Quite a few scholars have since argued that John once was 
a member of the Qumran community, but broke with the sect before taking up 
his ministry.87 In the past few decades, however, scholars have generally shown 

                                                            
85 Schürmann, Lukasevangelium, 1:64; Nolland, Luke, 1:65; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 

274 (“reine Spekulation”); Klein, Lukasevangelium, 110; cf. Marshall, Luke, 80. Other iden-
tifications have also been proposed, including Bethlehem, Hebron (cf. 2 Sam 2:1), and the 
province of Judah (taking πόλις as a mistranslation of an Aramaic original), but neither of 
these has found much support (see for details Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 274). 

86 Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 274. See also Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:363 (it “resembles the 
Greek of LXX 2 Sam 2:1” ); Brown, Birth, 332; Carroll, Luke, 45. 

87 A.S. Geyser, “The Youth of John the Baptist: A Deduction from the Break in the Par-
allel Account of the Lucan Infancy Story,” NovT 1 (1956): 70–75. See also William Hugh 
Brownlee, “John the Baptist in the Light of Ancient Scrolls,” in The Scrolls and the New 
Testament, ed. Krister Stendahl (London: SCM, 1958), 33–53; John A.T. Robinson, “The 
Baptism of John and the Qumran Community: Testing a Hypothesis,” in Twelve New Testa-
ment Studies, SBT 34 (London: SCM, 1962), 11–27; Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:388–89; idem, The 
Dead Sea Scrolls and Christian Origins, SDSSRL (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 18–21; 
Böhlemann, Jesus und der Täufer, 28 (“durchaus denkbar”); Joel Marcus, John the Baptist 
in History and Theology, SPNT (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2018), 27–
45. James H. Charlesworth, “John the Baptizer and the Dead Sea Scrolls,” in The Scrolls and 
Christian Origins, vol. 3 of The Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls, ed. James H. Charlesworth, 
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more reluctance in seeing a direct connection between John and Qumran.88 Be-
sides, the plural ἐν ταῖς ἐρήμοις may suggest that Luke wanted to avoid the 
identification with a specific location (cf. 5:26; 8:19).89 

Luke connects the time-span of John’s stay in the wilderness to his public 
appearance to Israel (ἕως ἡμέρας ἀναδείξεως αὐτοῦ πρὸς τὸν Ἰσραήλ), which, 
at least in the Gospel’s “canonical” form proleptically refers to 3:2.90 The 
reader knows that as far as John’s childhood is concerned John’s story-line has 
finished and new developments are not to be expected. The focus of the reader 
is thereby effectively directed to Jesus only. In the words of Raymond Brown, 
“vs. 80 is a good example of Luke’s technique of removing one person from 
the scene in order to give the spotlight to another.”91 The same technique is 
applied in 3:19–20, where John “has departed the normal order of events so as 
to turn the spotlight narrowly on one character, one event.”92 

The interpretation offered above is concerned with the function of the geo-
graphical reference in question with respect to the structure of the Lukan nar-
rative. One might wonder, however, whether the setting of the wilderness car-
ries in itself any significance in relation to John the Baptist’s presence there. 

According to Böhlemann, “[d]er Begriff ἔρημος scheint bei Lukas zunächst 
negative besetzt zu sein” and this contributes to Böhlemann’s thesis that Luke 
assesses the Baptist negatively: “Wüste und Jordan lokalisieren bei Lukas die 
Tätigkeit des Täufers und sind insofern negative besetzt.”93 However, Böhle-

                                                            
(Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2006), 1–35, argues that John left the community be-
fore being fully initiated. 

88 E.g., Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 326–29; Hartmut Stegemann, Die Essener, Qumran, 
Johannes der Täufer und Jesus: Ein Sachbuch, 3rd ed. (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1994), 
306–11; Joan E. Taylor, “John the Baptist and the Essenes,” JJS 47 (1996): 256–85; Stanley 
E. Porter, “Was John the Baptist a Member of the Qumran Community? Once More,” in 
Christian Origins and Hellenistic Judaism: Social and Literary Contexts for the New Testa-
ment, ed. Andrew W. Pitts and Stanley E. Porter, TENTS 10 (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 281–313. 
See with respect to Luke 1:80, Marshall, Luke, 96 (“improbable”); Nolland, Luke, 1:91 (“cer-
tainly … not”); Bovon, Lukas 1:110. 

89 Cf. Innitzer, Johannes der Täufer, 121–22; Marie-Joseph Lagrange, Évangile selon 
Saint Luc, EBib (Paris: Lecoffre, 1921), 63: “Lc. l’emploie encore le plur. fém. v,26; viii,19, 
quand il s’agit un point indéterminé: Jean n’avait point de residence fixe.” Note that medie-
val tradition locates the wilderness of John’s youth near Hebron (Kopp, Heiligen Stätten, 
137–9). 

90 Marshall, Luke, 96; Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:388; Ernst, Lukas, 79; Böhlemann, Jesus und 
der Täufer, 27–28. 

91 Brown, Birth, 391. 
92 Green, Luke, 162. 
93 Böhlemann, Jesus und der Täufer, 49. Böhlemann argues that John’s presence in the 

wilderness alludes to Abraham’s separation from Lot (see below) and to Israel’s idolatry in 
the wilderness (Acts 7:39–43). With respect to the latter claim, Böhlemann asserts that in 
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mann’s exclusive connection of the wilderness to the stories of Lot and of Is-
rael’s idolatry in the wilderness is too one-sided and ignores Luke’s quotation 
from Isaiah which culminates in the message of salvation (Isa 40:3–5; cf. Luke 
3:4–6).94 Moreover, in Luke-Acts the geographical setting of the wilderness 
can evoke a wide range of connotations. Sometimes the wilderness is a place 
associated with demons (Luke 8:29), at other times it is a place associated with 
prayer (Luke 5:16; cf. 4:42) and revelation (Luke 9:12). Even in one single 
speech (the speech of Stephen) the wilderness is simultaneously the place of 
divine revelation (Acts 7:30–34, 38) and the place of idolatry (Acts 7:42). 
Sometimes no special meaning is intended and the wilderness is simply the 
place where a shepherd pastures his flocks (Luke 15:4) or which functions as 
a kind of road marker (Acts 8:26), at other times it is a place to where a revo-
lutionary withdraws with his followers (Acts 21:38). This wide range of poten-
tial associations connected to the wilderness suggests that the significance of 
any wilderness setting in Luke-Acts cannot be derived from the wider use of 
the wilderness in Luke-Acts in general, but must in each case be derived from 
the context in question. 

With respect to John the Baptist in the wilderness (not only here, but also in 
3:2 and 7:24) a stable image emerges, for in each case John’s prophetic role is 
in view. In 3:2, the wilderness is the geographical setting in which ἐγένετο 
ῥῆμα θεοῦ ἐπὶ Ἰωάννην τὸν Ζαχαρίου. This phrase is best taken as a stock for-
mula signifying a prophetic calling, reminiscent of Old Testament calling for-
mulae.95 In other words, it is in the wilderness that John receives his prophetic 
calling. Moreover, John is identified as the φωνὴ βοῶντος ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ, imply-
ing that (despite his move to the Jordan region, see below) his presence in the 
wilderness is somehow related to Isaiah’s prophecy. In 7:24, Jesus refers to 
John’s presence in the wilderness in a saying the climax of which identifies 
John as “a prophet? Yes, … even more than a prophet” (προφήτην; ναὶ … καὶ 
περισσότερον προφήτου). With respect to 1:80, Fitzmyer observes that “the 

                                                            
Stephen’s speech, Moses is portrayed as a messianic figure (cf. Acts 7:37) and functions as 
a type of John the Baptist; the speech originated in Baptist circles, where John the Baptist 
was regarded as the Messiah (Böhlemann, Jesus und der Täufer, 222–28). Böhlemann’s 
claim is too speculative, however, to be convincing. 

94 See also Wink’s refutation of Conzelmann’s approach to John the Baptist’s presence 
in the Jordan area, discussed below. 

95 See, e.g., Schürmann, Lukasevangelium, 1:152; Marshall, Luke, 132; Nolland, Luke, 
1:138; Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:458; Tannehill, Luke, 77–78; and especially Wolter, Lukasevange-
lium, 156, who refers to numerous Old Testament parallels, the closest of which is probably 
Jer 1:1 LXX (Τὸ ῥῆμα τοῦ θεοῦ, ὃ ἐγένετο ἐπὶ Ιερεμιαν τὸν τοῦ Χελκιου). Other parallels 
between the calling of John the Baptist and that of Jeremiah include the elaborate chrono-
logical synchronism (Luke 3:1, cf. Jer 1:2–3; see Wolter, Lukasevangelium, 156) and their 
calling even in their mother’s womb (Luke 1:41, 44; cf. Jer 1:5; see Schürmann, Lukasevan-
gelium, 1:152).  
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Greek word anadeixis used here can also have a technical meaning, found in 
the papyri, of ‘commissioning’ or ‘installation.’”96 Understood in this way, ἕως 
ἡμέρας ἀναδείξεως αὐτοῦ refers not just to John’s public ministry in general, 
but specifically to his prophetic calling.97 John’s presence in the wilderness, 
then, besides fulfilling a role in the structure of the narrative, underscores his 
characterization as a prophetic figure. 

E. John in the Environs of the Jordan 
E. John in the Environs of the Jordan 

When we meet John again in the Gospel of Luke, much time has passed, as 
becomes clear from the temporal setting in 3:1.98 John re-enters the scene as 
“John the son of Zechariah.” If Luke’s Gospel did at some point in time circu-
late without the infancy narrative, the patronym will have served to introduce 
John to the reader.99 In the Gospel’s “canonical” form, however, the patronym 
creates a connection with the infancy narrative, thereby making clear that the 
story line about the Baptist is taken up again after the break in 1:80.100 Besides, 
as has already been observed above, the patronym contributes to the prophetic 
calling formula, thereby contributing to Luke’s characterization of the Baptist 
as a prophetic figure (cf. 1:14–17, 76).101 

                                                            
96 Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:389; see for details BDAG 62. 
97 Clint Burnett, “Eschatological Prophet of Restoration: Luke’s Theological Portrait of 

John the Baptist in Luke 3:1–6,” Neot 47 (2013): 9, similarly asserts: “Luke’s employment 
of the wilderness motif … strengthens his prophetic portrait of John;” see also Schürmann, 
Lukasevangelium, 1:94. However, neither Schürmann nor Burnett substantiate their claims. 
According to Bovon, Lukas, 1:111, “Die ‘Wüste’ bestimmt die Vorbereitungsphase mit Er-
probung, Gebet und Askese,” but he does not substantiate his claim either. The same applies 
to Green’s suggestion that “[t]he reference to ‘the wilderness’ may reflect the continuing 
association of John with the words of Isa 40:3” (Green, Luke, 120). 

98 Wolter, Lukasevangelium, 153, claims with respect to ἔτει δὲ πεντεκαιδεκάτῳ τῆς 
ἡγεμονίας Τιβερίου Καίσαρος: “Damit wird den Lesern deutlich gemacht, dass zwischen 
den in Kap. 2 erzählten Ereignissen, die sich in der Regierungszeit des Caesar Augustus 
abspielten (2,1), un dem, was jetzt kommt, mindestens 15 Jahre vergangen sind.” The reader 
will soon find out, however, that in fact “approximately thirty years” have passed (ὡσεὶ ἐτῶν 
τριάκοντα, 3:23). 

99 Cf. Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:450. 
100 Green, Luke, 159. See also Zahn, Lucas, 174, 189; Lagrange, Luc, 103. 
101 Müller, Mehr als ein Prophet, 162. According to Rindoš, He of Whom It Is Written, 

198, the patronym emphasizes that John is not the returned Elijah in person, but since in 3:1–
6 Luke eliminated the Elijanic references he found in Mark 1:1–8 (the quotation of Mal 3:1 
and the reference to John’s clothing), it is highly unlikely that an allusion to Elijah is in view. 
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John is still at the place where we left him, “in the wilderness” (ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ, 
3:2; cf. 1:80),102 where he receives his prophetic call103 and wanders “in the 
environs of the Jordan” (εἰς πᾶσαν [τὴν]104 περίχωρον τοῦ Ἰορδάνου, 3:3) in 
order to preach and baptize. Since the significance of the wilderness setting as 
contributing to the depiction of John as a prophet has already been discussed 
above, I will here focus on the significance of John’s appearance in the geo-
graphical setting of the Jordan area. I will first discuss earlier interpretations of 
this particular geographical setting, before making my own proposal. 

The Jordan Area and Luke’s Baptist in Scholarly Literature 

According to Hans Conzelmann, John’s presence in the Jordan Valley “dient 
… bei Lukas einem besonderen Zweck: der klaren Abgrenzung der beiden Ar-
beitsgebiete.”105 According to Conzelmann, Jesus never enters the Jordan Val-
ley again after his baptism. The strong separation between John and Jesus in-
dicates that John and his working area belong to the old era – “Der Jordan ist 
Täufergebiet, Gebiet der alten Zeit”106 – whereas Jesus inaugurates a new era 
and thus works elsewhere. 

Walter Wink strongly objects against Conzelmann’s approach: “Conzel-
mann fails to note that ‘the wilderness’ is even more often associated with John 
than the Jordan – 1:80 (by Luke); 3:2, 4; 7:24. Jesus also enters the wilderness 
(4:2; 5:16); here their respective locales are no longer separated.”107 Moreover, 
it is precisely through John’s ministry in the Jordan region that the good news 
of Isa 40:3–5 finds it fulfilment “and where Jesus receives the Holy Spirit and 
the declaration of divine Sonship.”108 Most scholars have followed Wink in his 
rejection of Conzelmann’s interpretation.109 

It has been suggested that Luke’s use of περίχωρος τοῦ Ἰορδάνου alludes to 
the story of Lot.110 Bovon and Böhlemann suggest that the allusion serves to 

                                                            
102 Note that the in contrast to 1:80, the singular is used here. Perhaps Luke wanted to 

conform the phrasing to Isa 40:3 (cf. 3:4). 
103 Scholars who find a connection between John and Qumran (see the comments on 1:80 

above) usually hold that John’s call marks his break with the Qumran Community. 
104 It is impossible to decide whether the article is original or a later addition. See for 

discussion chapter 4 above. 
105 Conzelmann, Mitte, 13. 
106 Conzelmann, Mitte, 14. 
107 Wink, John the Baptist, 49. 
108 Wink, John the Baptist, 50. 
109 E.g., Schürmann, Lukasevangelium, 1:155 n. 56 (“eine Fehl- und Überinterpretation”); 

Marshall, Luke, 135; Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:170–71; Bovon, Lukas, 1:165–66. See, however, the 
abovementioned claims of Böhlemann with respect to the wilderness (which, according to 
him, coincide with the reference to the Jordan area). 

110 Bovon, Lukas, 1:169–70; Böhlemann, Jesus und der Täufer, 49–50; Wolter, Lukas-
evangelium, 156; Cf. Lagrange, Luc, 104. According to Rindoš, He of Whom It Is Written, 
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subordinate John (Lot) to Jesus (Abraham), but both admit that this explanation 
is too speculative in the end.111 Wolter applies the phrase to John’s announce-
ment of imagery of unquenchable fire (3:16).112 However, in chapter 4 above, 
I have already shown that the phrase περίχωρος τοῦ Ἰορδάνου reflects a wider 
usage than only the story of Lot and is thus not necessarily related to that story, 
and that the imagery of flight and fiery judgement is so common in prophetic 
literature, that this alone is not strong enough evidence. Moreover, in Luke 
3:1–6 the scene of John’s ministry is so strongly related to salvation being re-
vealed in the wilderness (esp. v. 2b, 4–6),113 that at this point in the narrative 
an allusion to judgement of Sodom is unlikely. 

Precisely because of the emphasis on salvation, others have interpreted the 
wilderness and Jordan in relation to the idea of a new exodus.114 However, I 
have already shown that although Isa 40:3–5 does announce salvation coming 
from the wilderness, it does not refer to a new exodus (see chapter 3 above), 
nor is the location of the Jordan Valley in itself enough to evoke this idea (see 
chapter 2 above). Moreover, Luke does allude to Israel’s wilderness traditions 
related to the exodus, not in relation to John, however, but in relation to Jesus. 
In the immediate context, this is apparent in the Temptation story.115 Later in 
the narrative, this is most emphatically the case at the Transfiguration, where 
in conversation with Moses and Elijah, the salvation Jesus will accomplish in 
Jerusalem is characterized as an ἔξοδος (9:31). Some scholars admittedly argue 
that ἔξοδος is only a metaphorical reference to Jesus’s “departure” from earthly 

                                                            
112–13, the geographical setting alludes to the story of Lot, the exodus, and Elijah simulta-
neously. According to C.C. McCown, “The Scene of John’s Ministry and Its Relation to the 
Purpose and Outcome of His Mission,” JBL 59 (1940): 116–17, is it possible that Q intends 
to allude to the story of Lot, but “[t]he use which Matthew and Luke make of the phrase … 
shows that they did not understand it in the sense of the Lot stories and also that they knew 
very little of the ‘environs of the Jordan.’” 

111 Bovon, Lukas, 1:169–70; Böhlemann, Jesus und der Täufer, 49–50. 
112 Wolter, Lukasevangelium, 156. 
113 See, in addition to Wink (referred to above), Dibelius, Urchristliche Überlieferung, 

51: “So spricht der Evangelist dem Propheten … nach; er bestimmt damit den Charakter der 
Täuferpredigt als Ankündigung des kommenden Heils und zwar in universaler Geltung. 
Denn der markante Schluß des Zitats betont: allen Menschen erscheint das Heil” (emphasis 
original). 

114 E.g., Green, Luke, 163, 169–70; Carroll, Luke, 91; Rindoš, He of Whom It Is Written, 
113 (see above); Burnett, “Eschatological Prophet,” 9–19; James L. Resseguie, Spiritual 
Landscape: Images of the Spiritual Life in the Gospel of Luke (Peabody, MA; Hendrickson, 
2004), 10–13; Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels (Waco, TX: Baylor Uni-
versity Press, 2016), 215–17. 

115 See, e.g., Marshall, Luke, 166; Nolland, Luke, 1:178; Green, Luke, 193; Carroll, Luke, 
101. 
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life.116 However, in a context where Moses is one of the characters speaking 
about an ἔξοδος, it is highly likely that a reference to Israel’s history is in view, 
i.e., exodus language is used with reference to the salvific character of Jesus’s 
death, and probably “the entire transit to the Father ending in the ascension.”117 

According to Walter Wink, “Luke does not pursue any special geographical 
tendency regarding John. He locates John in the wilderness and at the Jordan 
because this is where tradition says John was.”118 However, I will argue below 
that the geographical setting of John’s ministry does have a significant function 
in the narrative of Luke-Acts, albeit in a different way than in the proposals 
discussed above. 

Significance of the Geographical Setting of Luke 3 

In the Book of Acts, John’s Baptism is referred to several times, but in none of 
these passages the river of the baptism is being referred to (1:21–22; 10:34–38; 
13:23–25; 18:24–26; 19:1–7). Sometimes water is referred to as the means of 
John’s baptism, in contrast to the baptism in the Holy Spirit which Jesus ad-
ministers, but the Jordan River itself remains unmentioned (1:4–5; 11:15–17). 
In the text of the Gospel itself, even in the episode where Jesus is baptized 
(3:21–22), Luke has not retained Mark’s reference to the Jordan (cf. Mark 1:9–
11). This suggests that for Luke it is not the River Jordan which determines the 
meaning of John’s Baptism, nor the Old Testament traditions that could poten-
tially be evoked in connection to the river. 

That the geographical setting of John’s ministry is nevertheless significant, 
is suggested by the chiastic parallel between Luke 3:2b–3a and 4:1:119 

3:2–3 John is ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ. Καὶ ἦλθεν εἰς πᾶσαν [τὴν] περίχωρον τοῦ Ἰορδάνου 
4:1  Jesus ὑπέστρεψεν ἀπὸ τοῦ Ἰορδάνου καὶ ἤγετο … ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ120 

                                                            
116 See e.g., Lagrange, Luc, 272; Creed, Gospel, 134; cf. Schürmann, Lukasevangelium, 

1:558. 
117 Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:800; see the reference to Jesus’s ἀνάλημψις in 9:51. Cf. Jindřich 

Mánek, “The New Exodus in the Books of Luke,” NovT 2 (1957): 8–23 (although at some 
points highly speculative); Sharon H. Ringe, “Luke 9:28–36: The Beginning of an Exodus,” 
Semeia 28 (1983): 83–99; Susan B. Garrett, “Exodus from Bondage: Luke 9:31 and Acts 
12:1–24,” CBQ 52 (1990): 656–80; Green, Luke, 382; Tannehill, Luke, 161. See also Arie 
W. Zwiep, The Ascension of the Messiah in Lukan Christology, NovTSup 87 (Leiden: Brill, 
1997), 86: “ἀνάλημψις recalls the biblical Elijah tradition, ἔξοδος is derived from the biblical 
Moses tradition, perfectly fitting in the context of the Transfiguration scene.” 

118 Wink, John the Baptist, 50; cf. Creed, Gospel, 50; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 102. 
119 Bovon, Lukas, 1:195: “Jesus geht den gleichen Weg wie Johannes (3,2–3), jedoch in 

umgekehrter Richtung: vom Jordan in die Wüste.” See also Wink, John the Baptist, 4. 
120 The variant εἰς τὴν ἔρημον (e.g. A K N Γ f1.13 33) is most likely a harmonisation to 

Matt 4:1//Mark 1:12 (e.g. Fitzmyer, Luke, 514). Moreover, ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ is supported by 
better manuscripts (e.g., Ƥ4vid.7.75 א B D L W). Böhlemann suggests that Luke deliberately 
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In the light of the historical-geographical characteristics of the Jordan Valley 
and, at least in part, in response to Conzelmann’s separation of the Jordan Val-
ley from the areas of Jesus’s ministry, many scholars have claimed that John’s 
movement in 3:2b–3a does not bring him to a separate location: “Dass er sich 
nun nicht mehr ‘in der Wüste’ befand, geht aus dem Text nicht hervor.”121 In a 
certain sense, this is correct. John’s connection with the Isaianic voice ἐν τῇ 
ἐρήμῳ (3:4) and Jesus’s reference to John’s prophetic activity ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ 
(7:24–26) imply that John can still be portrayed as preaching in the wilderness. 
The sharp separation of wilderness and Jordan that some have read in 3:2b–
3a122 is therefore not justified. Yet, the verbs employed by Luke, especially in 
4:1, do imply that a transition of geographical setting is indeed in view.123 It is 
this transition that creates the impression of a parallel movement, albeit in op-
posite direction. 

The narrative effect of the chiastic parallel in question is that the reader’s 
perspective first moves along with John from the wilderness to the region of 
the Jordan (3:2–3), where John carries out his divinely ordained ministry (3:3–
18), and where – after John has left the stage (3:19–20) – Jesus is being bap-
tized (3:21–22). After the interlude of Jesus’s genealogy (3:23–38), the reader 
returns124 with Jesus from the Jordan to the wilderness (4:1). The transitions of 
geographical setting into and back from the Jordan region thus effectively set 
apart and single out the events situated there (John’s ministry and Jesus’ bap-
tism), thereby highlighting their importance. The slowing down of the narrative 
by means of the genealogical interlude further heightens this effect, inviting 
the reader to linger a little longer in the Jordan region before moving out of 
there and witnessing the action going again. 

There is an obvious reason why Luke singles out exactly these events con-
nected to John’s ministry. In the Lukan time-frame “the whole time” (ἐν παντὶ 
χρόνῳ) of Jesus reaches “from the baptism of John” (ἀπὸ τοῦ βαπτίσματος 

                                                            
adapted Mark’s εἰς to ἐν, in order to heighten the parallel with 3:2 (Böhlemann, Jesus und 
der Täufer, 55). 

121 Wolter, Lukasevangelium, 156; see also Marshall, Luke, 135; Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:459; 
Böhlemann, Jesus und der Täufer, 50.  

122 See especially McCown, “Scene,” 114 (“John did not preach in the wilderness at all”), 
and Wink, John the Baptist, 4 (“Luke … separates the two areas: John leaves the wilderness 
and goes to the Jordan region after his call”). See also Lagrange, Luc, 103; Goguel, Au seuil 
de l’évangile, 35; Schürmann, Lukasevangelium, 1:155. 

123 Nolland, Luke, 1:140 (“Rather, John moves in the wilderness to where is water, and 
he moves from relative isolation (1:80) to where there are people”); Green, Luke, 170; Rin-
doš, He of Whom It Is Written, 112. 

124 Because Luke does not mention where Jesus comes from, scholars have wondered 
about the use of ὑποστρέφω, and have sought to weaken its sense; Marshall, Luke, 169; 
Fitzmyer, Luke, 1:513; Green, Luke, 193 n. 29 (see, however, Carroll, Luke, 101: “Jesus 
reverses the movement that attended his participation in John’s baptism”). From the perspec-
tive of the reader, though, the use of ὑποστρέφω perfectly fits the reading experience. 
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Ἰωάννου) until the ascension (Acts 1:21–22). The “baptism of John” most 
likely refers to John’s ministry as baptizer125 rather than to the baptism of Jesus 
by John,126 since in Luke’s Gospel John’s activity in Jesus’s baptism is toned 
down by John’s disappearance from the stage before the event (3:19–22),127 
and since elsewhere the Lukan time-frame takes its starting point in “the bap-
tism preached by John” (μετὰ τὸ βάπτισμα ὃ ἐκήρυξεν Ἰωάννης, Acts 10:37; 
cf. 13:24). With John’s ministry the era of salvation begins,128 even though 
John himself is not fully part of its fulfilment (Luke 16:16). The transition to 
and from a distinctive location (the Jordan area) highlights the significance of 
that event. 

F. Conclusion 
F. Conclusion 

In the Gospel of Luke, several geographical settings are associated to John the 
Baptist. The angelic announcement of John’s birth is set in the temple (1:8). 
This setting does not only testify to John’s priestly origins, but also places the 
first episode of John’s life – and of the Lukan narrative in general – in a biblical 
setting of divine presence and the revelation of salvation, even though in the 
course of Luke-Acts a shift is being made from the temple to Jesus and the 
Spirit’s working in the church as the locus of divine presence. The same applies 
for the place of John’s birth, “a city of Juda” (1:39), which relates the events 
surrounding John’s birth to Old Testament times, by creating a biblical scenery. 
These geographical settings strikingly illustrate that the salvation which dawns 
joyously in the births of John and Jesus is firmly rooted in Gods’s revelation 
in the past. Simultaneously, however, both settings illustrate that John’s posi-
tion is subordinate to that of Jesus: John’s birth is announced in the temple, but 
Jesus is at home in the temple; John is born in a town associated with Israel’s 
past in a general, non-specific way, Jesus is born in a town related to Israel’s 
past in an emphatically messianic way. 

John’s primary geographical setting is the wilderness. In the Lukan narra-
tive, this setting contributes to John’s portrayal as a prophet. The wilderness is 

                                                            
125 Wink, John the Baptist, 54; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 143; Jacob Jervell, Die 

Apostelgeschichte. KEK 317 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1998), 127; Arie W. 
Zwiep, Judas and the Choice of Matthias: A Study on the Context and Concern of Acts 1:15–
26, WUNT 2/187 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 157. 

126 So, cautiously, Fitzmyer, Acts, 226. 
127 The Baptist’s apparent absence at Jesus’s baptism has been taken as an example of 

Luke’s subordination of John to Jesus; e.g., Wink, John the Baptist, 83, Ernst, Johannes der 
Täufer, 101. However, no more may be at stake than a narrative device “to turn the spotlight 
narrowly on one character, one event;” Green, Luke, 162; see also Böhlemann, Jesus und 
der Täufer, 53.  

128 Cf. Wink, John the Baptist, 54. 
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the place of divine revelation where John receives his prophetic calling. It is 
also the place associated with the Isaianic announcement of salvation and 
John’s preaching is characterized as the prophetic voice proclaiming this an-
nouncement. The appearance of John in the wilderness thus contributes to his 
characterization as “a prophet, yes … even more than a prophet.” 

Luke locates John’s ministry in the Jordan area. Luke distinguishes between 
wilderness and Jordan, even though he does not sharply separate them. I have 
argued that it is not so much the setting of the Jordan itself that is of signifi-
cance, but rather the movement to and from the Jordan. The reader first follows 
John from the wilderness into the Jordan area and later follows Jesus back from 
the Jordan into the wilderness, with as its narrative effect that the events of 
John’s ministry and Jesus’s baptism – in Luke’s salvation history the beginning 
of the period of Jesus – are, so to speak, set apart. In this way, the pre-eminent 
importance of the events is highlighted, signalling the dawn of salvation which 
becomes apparent in the ministry of the Baptist. 

The geographical settings associated with John the Baptist thus sustain his 
characterization in the Lukan narrative. It underscores his role as a prophet 
announcing salvation, as well as his role in salvation history.



 

Chapter 7 

John’s Geographical Setting in the Fourth Gospel 

The way John the Baptist is portrayed in the Fourth Gospel differs significantly 
from the Synoptics. The Fourth Gospel is not much interested in the person of 
the Baptist. No attention is being given to his ascetic way of life in the wilder-
ness, his announcement of judgement, his call for repentance, or his execution. 
Even his nickname “Baptist” does not occur.1 In the Fourth Gospel all emphasis 
is placed on his role as a witness for Jesus, as will be shown below. 

With respect to the geographical settings associated with John, the Fourth 
Gospel has its own approach as well. Whereas in the Synoptics John predomi-
nantly appears in a wider area, be it “the wilderness” (Mark), “the wilderness 
of Judea” (Matthew), or “the environs of the Jordan” (Luke), the Fourth Gospel 
pinpoints his activities at two specific locations: Bethany across the Jordan 
(Βηθανία … πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου, John 1:28) and Aenon near Salim (Αἰνὼν 
ἐγγὺς τοῦ Σαλείμ, 3:23). How will the model reader2 of the Fourth Gospel have 
understood these references and what is the significance of these geographical 
settings in the Fourth Gospel’s narrative? The aim of the present chapter is to 
answer these questions. After discussing the way John is portrayed in the 
Fourth Gospel, I will focus on the narrative settings in question and argue that 
these are purposely placed outside Judea. This raises the question of the signif-
icance of Judea in the Fourth Gospel, which will be the subject of the final 
section of this chapter. I will argue that the use of narrative settings contributes 
to the way John as a character functions in the Gospel: however important he, 
as a God-sent witness to Jesus may be, he always remains in a subordinate 
position and does not enter the region that belongs to the Messiah himself.  

This is not the place for discussion of the complex question of the Fourth 
Gospel’s editorial history.3 I will work from the text in its final form, which – 
despite its difficulties – is a sufficiently coherent whole, suitable for a narrative 

                                                            
1 For this reason I will refer to John the Baptist predominantly as “John” and use the 

epithet “Baptist” only when this is necessary to avoid confusion with the evangelist or for 
stylistic reasons. I will refer to the Gospel of John as “the Fourth Gospel” and to its tradi-
tional author as “the Fourth Evangelist.” 

2 See chapter 1 for discussion of Umberto Eco’s concept of the model reader. 
3 See Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the Gospel of John, ed. Francis J. Moloney, 

ABRL (New York: Doubleday, 2003), 40–89; Urban C. von Wahlde, The Gospel and Letters 
of John, ECC, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 1:10–55. 
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reading.4 Nor will I discuss the literary relationship between the Gospel of John 
and the Synoptics. With most scholars, I assume that the Fourth Evangelist did 
not make direct use of any of the Synoptic Gospels, although he possibly knew 
one or more of them, or at least some of the traditions that made their way into 
the Synoptics.5 An obvious example in relation to John (the Baptist) concerns 
the isolated reference to his imprisonment (John 3:24).6 

A. John in the Fourth Gospel 
A. John in the Fourth Gospel 

In order to understand the role of John the Baptist in the Fourth Gospel, the 
work of Wilhelm Baldensperger provides a suitable starting point.7 According 
to Baldensperger, the Fourth Gospel is dominated from the beginning until the 
end by polemic against a sect claiming that John was the Messiah (usually re-
ferred to as “Baptist sect” or “Baptist circles”). This becomes nowhere clearer 
than in the Gospel’s prologue. Against the Baptist sect’s claim that John was 

                                                            
4 R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (Phila-

delphia: Fortress, 1983). 
5 D. Moody Smith, John among the Gospels: The Relationship in Twentieth-Century Re-

search (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992); Peder Borgen, “John and the Synoptics,” in The In-
terrelations of the Gospels: A Symposium Led by M.-É. Boismard, W.R. Farmer, F. Neirynck, 
Jerusalem 1984, ed. David L. Dungan, BETL 95 (Leuven: Leuven University Press; Leuven: 
Peeters, 1990): 408–37; idem, The Gospel of John: More Light from Philo, Paul and Ar-
chaeology: The Scriptures, Tradition, Exposition, Settings, Meaning, NovTSup 154 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2014), 121–64; Brown, Introduction, 90–114. 

6 Culpepper, Anatomy, 213: “The implication is that the reader knows that John was im-
prisoned and may think he was imprisoned before Jesus began his ministry (cf. Mark 1:14–
15);” see also John McHugh, John 1–4, ed. Graham N. Stanton, ICC (London: T&T Clark, 
2009), 247. For Richard Bauckham, John 3:23–24, together with 11:1–2, is the foundation 
for his thesis that the Fourth Gospels was written for readers acquainted with Mark’s Gospel; 
see Richard Bauckham, “John for Readers of Mark,” in The Gospel for All Christians: Re-
thinking the Gospel Audiences, ed. Richard Bauckham (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 
152–55. Wendy North critically interacts with Bauckham’s thesis. She rejects the idea that 
the Fourth Gospel made direct use of Mark, but with respect to John 3:24 she concludes: 
“[w]hether or not we are fully persuaded of Bauckham’s argument on 3.24 in all its aspects, 
his overall point that John could and did presume a knowledge of Mark on the part of his 
readers is impossible to dismiss;” Wendy E.S. North, “John for Readers of Mark? A Re-
sponse to Richard Bauckham’s Proposal,” JSNT 25 (2003): 449–68 (quotation from p. 453). 
See for discussion of the complex relation to the Synoptics in the Fourth Gospel’s treatment 
of John the Baptist D. Moody Smith, “Redaction Criticism, Genre, Narrative Criticism, and 
the Historical Jesus in the Gospel of John,” in Jesus Research: New Methodologies and Per-
ceptions. The Second Princeton-Prague Symposium on Jesus Research, ed. James H. 
Charlesworth, Brian Rhea, and Petr Pokorný (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 625–27. 

7 Wilhelm Baldensperger, Der Prolog des vierten Evangeliums: Sein polemisch-apolo-
getischer Zweck (Freiburg im Breisgau: Mohr Siebeck, 1898). 
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the light shining upon those who walk in darkness (cf. Luke 1:79), the Fourth 
Evangelist identifies Jesus, not John, as the true light enlightening everyone.8 
John’s role is limited to that of a witness and the Gospel continually empha-
sizes John’s inferiority in comparison to Jesus. Baldensperger’s work ad-
dressed two themes that have since dominated the discussion of John’s role in 
the Fourth Gospel: a polemic stance against the Baptist’s followers and John’s 
role as a witness. However, consensus has changed considerably with respect 
to the evaluation of these issues.  

The polemic Baldensperger claimed against followers of John the Baptist, 
was accepted in the work of Martin Dibelius9 and – to a certain extent – that of 
Maurice Goguel.10 This view gained further support from Rudolf Bultmann, 
who argued that the Fourth Gospel’s prologue originally was a hymn celebrat-
ing John. By interpolating the (stylistically distinct) passages in which John 
appears as a witness (John 1:6–8, 15), the Fourth Evangelist turned the pro-
logue into a hymn celebrating Jesus.11 Until far in the twentieth century, despite 
dissenting voices,12 scholars generally interpreted the Fourth Gospel as a po-
lemical text against the followers of John the Baptist. 

A more nuanced approach was argued for by Walter Wink. Observing that 
the Fourth Gospel holds John in high regard,13 he concluded that the main op-
ponents were those in “Pharisaical Judaism,”14 not the followers of the Baptist, 
despite their overemphasis on their master’s position: “Apparently the Fourth 

                                                            
8 Baldensperger, Prolog, 141. 
9 Martin Dibelius, Urchristliche Überlieferung von Johannes dem Täufer, FRLANT 15 

(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1911), 98–123. Dibelius observes that the Fourth 
Gospel “an der Person des Johannes außergewöhnlich stark interessiert ist … Dieses Inte-
resse läßt sich schlechterdings nur erklären, wenn der Evangelist durch Verhältnisse seiner 
Zeit dazu veranlaßt wurde, die bei den Johannesjüngern herrschenden Überschätzung des 
Täufers zu korrigieren” (Urchristliche Überlieferung, 119). 

10 Maurice Goguel, Au seuil de l’évangile: Jean-Baptiste (Paris: Payot, 1928), 76–77. 
11 Rudolf Bultmann, Das Evangelium des Johannes, 19th ed., KEK (Göttingen: Vanden-

hoeck & Ruprecht, 1968), 4–5 (the first edition appeared in 1941). Similarly, Joel Marcus, 
John the Baptist in History and Theology, SPNT (Columbia: University of South Carolina 
Press, 2018), 11. 

12 For instance, John A.T. Robinson, “The ‘Others’ of John 4.38: A Test of Exegetical 
Method,” in Twelve New Testament Studies, SBT 34 (London: SCM, 1962), 64, claims that 
the great number of believers Jesus found in John’s former place of activity (John 10:40–42) 
“strongly suggests that the two missions remained on friendly terms, and argues against the 
widely accepted view that this Gospel’s treatment of John is directed against rival Baptist 
groups.”  

13 Walter Wink, John the Baptist in the Gospel Tradition, SNTSMS 7 (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1968), 106 (see below for quotation). 

14 Wink, John the Baptist, 104. 
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Evangelist is still in dialogue with these Baptists, countering their hyper-ele-
vation of John and wooing them to the Christian faith.”15 Likewise, Rudolf 
Schnackenburg observed that a polemic against John’s followers “ist sicher 
nicht die Haupttendenz des Ev, aber eine spürbare Nebentendenz.”16 This “Ne-
bentendenz” is sustained by extra-biblical evidence in the Pseudo-Clementines 
for the existence of groups who saw John the Baptist as their Messiah (cf. Ps.-
Clem., Recog. 1.54; 1.60).17 In a similar vein, Josef Ernst claimed: 

Die Formel ‘antitäuferische Polemik’ ist irreführend, wenn nicht sogar falsch. Johan-
nes, der Evangelist, hat zwar eine sich abzeichnende Überwertung des Täufers mit 
Nachdruck korrigiert und überdeutlich der sich entwikkelnden Täuferverehrung Ein-
halt geboten, aber eine kämpferische radikale Polemik ist nirgendwo zu erkennen. … 
Der eigentliche Adressat ist für das vierte Evangelium die Kirche, die jetzt aufgerufen 
ist, über den schwierigen Mann neben Jesus nachzudenken.18 

Knut Backhaus even argues that there is hardly any evidence that an identifia-
ble, distinct Baptist sect did indeed exist, even though he admits that the 
Pseudo-Clementines and the Fourth Gospel do seem to “correct” an overesti-
mation of the Baptist.19 Manuel Vogel, however, objects that Backhaus too 
much downplays the rivalry between the Jesus-movement and Baptist circles, 
and that there was indeed a “friendly competition” between these groups.20 Joel 

                                                            
15 Wink, John the Baptist, 105. 
16 Rudolf Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium, 4th ed., 4 vols., HThKNT 4 (Frei-

burg im Breisgau: Herder, 1979), 1:148. 
17 Rudolf Schnackenburg, “Das vierte Evangelium und die Johannesjünger,” HJ 77 

(1958): 21–38. 
18 Josef Ernst, Johannes der Täufer: Interpretation – Geschichte – Wirkungsgeschichte, 

BZNW 53 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1989), 216 (see also 200: “Das vierte Evangelium polemisiert 
nicht gegen die Täufersekte, sondern bezeugt unter Berufung auf die φωνή des Täufers den 
Vorrang Jesu als des wahren Messias”). See for a similar position e.g. John A.T. Robinson, 
The Priority of John, ed. J.F. Coakley (London: SCM, 1985), 172; Martin Stowasser, Johan-
nes der Täufer im Vierten Evangelium: Eine Untersuchung zu seiner Bedeutung für die jo-
hanneische Gemeinde, ÖBS 12 (Klosterneuburg: Österreichisches Katholisches Bibelwerk, 
1992). Hartwig Thyen denies a polemic against the Baptist’s followers altogether; Hartwig 
Thyen, Das Johannesevangelium, 2nd ed., HNT 6 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 110: 
“weder Haupt- (Baldensperger) noch auch nur entfernter Nebenzweck des Johannesevange-
liums.” 

19 Knut Backhaus, Die “Jüngerkreise” des Täufers Johannes: Eine Studie zu den religi-
onsgeschichtlichen Ursprüngen des Christentums, PaThSt 19 (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1991). 
See with reference to the Fourth Gospel esp. 230–65, 345–71. 

20 Manuel Vogel, “Jesusgemeinden und Täufergruppen zwischen Abgrenzung und 
Wertschätzung – eine Skizze,” in Juden und Christen unter römischer Herrschaft: 
Selbstwahrnehmung und Fremdwahrnehmung in den ersten beiden Jahrhunderten n.Chr., 
ed. Niclas Förster and Jacobus Cornelis de Vos (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
2015), 74–84. Vogel credits Johannes Tromp for the phrase “friendly competition” (“Je-
susgemeinden,” 78). See Johannes Tromp, “John the Baptist according to Flavius Josephus, 
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Marcus likewise rejects Backhaus’s thesis and argues that competition between 
both groups seriously affects the characterization of the Baptist in the Fourth 
Gospel (as well as in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke).21 However, although 
he agrees with Wink that the Baptist’s followers are “not enemies like the Phar-
isees; they are, rather, a mission field to be cultivated,”22 he objects against 
qualifying the competition as “friendly” since this “overemphasizes the comity 
between the parties involved” and thus tends to underestimate how much is at 
stake.23 

The second issue Baldensperger brought to the fore is the Fourth Gospel’s 
emphasis on John’s role as a witness, which he saw as a downplaying of John’s 
significance. A similar view was advocated by Martin Dibelius: “[A]us dem 
gewaltigen Vorläufer … wird eine Gestalt neben Jesus, eine Begleitererschei-
nung des Evangeliums, deren Wert einzig in der selbstlosen Zeugenschaft be-
steht.”24 From today’s perspective, two remarks are in order. 

First, the observation that the Fourth Gospel’s John is not depicted as a pre-
cursor of Jesus, is correct and holds until today.25 According to Maarten 
Menken, the very reason why the Fourth Gospel in its quotation of Isa 40:3 
(John 1:23) includes εὐθύνατε “make straight (the way of the Lord)” instead of 
ἑτοιμάσατε “prepare,” which is found in LXX (cf. the Synoptics), is precisely 
to avoid the idea of John as Jesus’s precursor.26 

Second, it is beyond doubt that John’s role in the Fourth Gospel is indeed 
that of a witness. In everything John does or says, he points away from himself 
to Jesus. However, Ernst Lohmeyer shows that, contrary to Baldensperger’s 

                                                            
and his Incorporation in the Christian Tradition,” in Empsychoi Logoi – Religious Innova-
tions in Antiquity: Studies in Honour of Pieter Willem van der Horst, ed. Alberdina Hout-
man, Albert de Jong, and Magda Misset-van de Weg, AGJU 73 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 146. 
Tromp indicates that the phrase is inspired by Philipp Vielhauer, “Das Benedictus des Zach-
arias (Lk 1,68–79),” in Aufsätze zum Neuen Testament, TB 31 (Munich: Kaiser, 1965), 28–
46, see esp. 45: “Die missionierende Kirche kämpfte zwar gegen die Täufersekte aber nicht 
gegen, sondern um den Täufer und damit letzlich nicht gegen, sondern um seine Anhänger.” 

21 Marcus, John the Baptist, 11–26. See for a similar view Hermann Lichtenberger, 
“Täufergemeinden und frühchristliche Täuferpolemik im letzten Drittel des 1. Jahrhun-
derts,” ZTK 84 (1987): 36–57. 

22 Marcus, John the Baptist, 23. 
23 Marcus, John the Baptist, 22–26 (quotation from p. 23). 
24 Dibelius, Die urchristliche Überlieferung, 109. 
25 See, for instance, Marianne Meye Thompson, John: A Commentary, NTL (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox, 2015), 42: “The Gospel makes it clear that Jesus’ coming ‘after’ 
John is due entirely to the order of their historical appearance: in truth, Jesus ranks before 
John, because he existed before John (1:15). Although John ‘goes before’ Jesus, Jesus was 
before John. Throughout the Gospel, John’s testimony points to the preeminence of Jesus, 
who is first in every respect.” 

26 Maarten J.J. Menken, “The Quotation from Isa 40,3 in John 1,23,” Bib 66 (1985): 190–
205. 
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and Dibelius’s views, John’s role is by no means marginal. John is introduced 
as being sent by God (John 1:6). Moreover, his identity as a witness to Jesus is 
not a sign of inferiority at all, rather the contrary: 

Und dennoch steht er gerade durch dieses Zeugentum wieder in einer einsamen Höhe, 
zu der an Menschlichem nichts Vergleichbares hinaufreicht. … [E]r ist Zeuge, und 
zeugen können nur der Vater, der Sohn, seine Werke und seine Worte, und die heilige 
Schrift.27  

In a similar vein, Walter Wink observes: 

Far from being an enemy, John is Jesus’ ‘best man’ (3:29). In the same absolute sense 
as in Mark, John is still the ‘beginning of the Gospel’ (John 1:6–8, 19ff.). He stands 
with Jesus as a witness against ‘the Jews’ (1:19ff., 5:32ff.), his witness is equivalent 
in value to that of the Old Testament (5:33ff.), and he assumes the role of the first 
confessing Christian (1:29ff.).28 

Lohmeyer focuses too one-sidedly on divine witnesses. The Fourth Gospel 
knows of other witnesses as well, for instance, the Samaritan woman (4:39), 
Moses (5:46–47), and the disciples (15:27). Several scholars have observed 
that John remains an “earthly” witness, distinct from the One who comes “from 
above,” like Jesus himself.29 Despite this nuance, however, the Fourth Gospel 
does indeed characterize John as a witness who is held in high regard, sent by 
God in order that all may believe (1:6).30 This is aptly illustrated in Raymond 
Brown’s commentary: 

In a series of profound testimonials John the Baptist identifies Jesus as the Lamb of 
God (vs. 29), as the pre-existent one (30), and as the vehicle of the Spirit (32–34). 
Thus, John unfolds for us here on the lips of John the Baptist a whole christology.31 

The emergence of literary approaches to the Fourth Gospel from the 1980s on-
wards did not radically change the way John’s role in the Gospel is perceived. 
He is still being seen as one whose role is almost exclusively that of a witness 

                                                            
27 Ernst Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, vol. 1 of Das Urchristentum (Göttingen: 

Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1932), 28. 
28 Wink, John the Baptist, 106. 
29 Walter Klaiber, “Der irdische und der himmlische Zeuge: Eine Auslegung von Joh 

3.22–36,” NTS 36 (1990): 205–33, esp. 226; more or less similar Stowasser, Johannes der 
Täufer, 241. 

30 See, e.g., Morna D. Hooker, “John the Baptist and the Johannine Prologue,” NTS 16 
(1969–1970): 354–58; Ernst Bammel, “The Baptist in Early Christian Tradition,” NTS 18 
(1971–1972): 109–113; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 186–216; Robert L. Webb, John the 
Baptizer and Prophet: A Socio-Historical Study, JSNTSup 62 (Sheffield: Sheffield Aca-
demic, 1991), 70–77; D.G. van der Merwe, “The Historical and Theological Significance of 
John the Baptist as He Is Portrayed in John 1,” Neot 33 (1999): 267–92. 

31 Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel according to John, AYB 29, 2 vols. (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1966, repr. 1995), 1:58. 
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on behalf of Jesus.32 In terms of characterization, then, “[t]he Fourth Gospel 
offers a consistent and highly controlled presentation of John. … [H]e is more 
of a functional agent than an individual personality.”33 Furthermore, John is a 
reliable character, who possesses reliable knowledge about Jesus, because he 
is sent by God (1:6) and because Jesus characterizes John’s testimony as relia-
ble (5:33–35).34 He is the only character besides the Beloved Disciple who “al-
ways gets it right about Jesus”35 and who never doubts.36 According to Culpep-
per, this makes John a model of unambiguous faith for the readers.37 Williams 
observes, however, that John’s faith does not result from an encounter with 
Jesus, but from divine commission,38 and according to Karakolis, “[t]his is the 
reason that … John the Baptist cannot be considered per se as a model of 
faith.”39 

Very helpful, in my view, is Catrin Williams’s emphasis on John as a kind 
of in-between character: “John is characterized as a connecting link – on the 
threshold – between the heavenly and the earthly, the eternal and the historical, 

                                                            
32 E.g. Culpepper, Anatomy, 132–33; Sherri Brown, “John the Baptist: Witness and Em-

bodiment of the Prologue in the Gospel of John,” in Characters and Characterization in the 
Gospel of John, ed. Christopher W. Skinner, LNTS 461 (London: Bloomsbury, 2012), 147–
64; Catrin H. Williams, “John (the Baptist): The Witness on the Threshold,” in Character 
Studies in the Fourth Gospel: Narrative Approaches to Seventy Figures in John, ed. Steven 
A. Hunt, D. Francois Tolmie, and Ruben Zimmermann, WUNT 314 (Tübingen: Mohr Sie-
beck, 2013), 46–60; Cornelis Bennema, Encountering Jesus: Character Studies in the Gos-
pel of John, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2014), 61–73; Ruben Zimmermann, “John (the 
Baptist) as a Character in the Fourth Gospel: The Narrative Strategy of a Witness Disappear-
ing,” in Prologue of the Gospel of John: Its Literary, Theological, and Philosophical Con-
texts: Papers Read at the Colloquium Ioanneum 2013, ed. Jan G. van der Watt, R. Alan 
Culpepper, and Udo Schnelle, WUNT 359 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016): 99–115. 

33 Williams, “John (the Baptist),” 58. Bennema, however, objects that “his characteriza-
tion is complex and multifaceted” (Encountering Jesus, 61–62). In my view Bennema rightly 
shows that “witness” does not in itself cover every aspect of John’s presentation. Yet, the 
use of data from outside the Gospel (e.g. John’s presence in the wilderness as the announce-
ment of a new exodus, the concept of “forerunner”) and the overemphasis on specific details 
(e.g. “teacher,” or “lamp”) suggests that his case is overstated. 

34 Brown, “John the Baptist,” 150–51; Christos Karakolis, “Recurring Characters in John 
1:19–2:11: A Narrative-Critical and Reader-Oriented Approach,” in The Opening of John’s 
Narrative (John 1:19–2:22): Historical, Literary, and Theological Readings from the Col-
loquium Ioanneum 2015 in Ephesus, ed. R. Alan Culpepper and Jörg Frey, WUNT 385 (Tü-
bingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 23. 

35 Brown, “John the Baptist,” 163. 
36 Culpepper, Anatomy, 133; Karakolis, “Recurring Characters,” 23. See about other Jo-

hannine characters which do in fact wrestle or doubt Susan E. Hylen, Imperfect Believers: 
Ambiguous Characters in the Gospel of John (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2009). 

37 Culpepper, Anatomy, 133. 
38 Williams, “John (the Baptist),” 59. 
39 Karakolis, “Recurring Characters,” 23. 
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the old and the new.”40 It follows that John’s role in the progression of the 
narrative is not a static one: “[O]nce Jesus’ public ministry is underway and 
the in-between stage is passing, John’s fate is to diminish and fade away.”41 A 
similar conclusion is reached by Ruben Zimmermann, who observes that in the 
course of the Fourth Gospel’s narrative John’s witnessing role gradually re-
treats into the background.42 

In discussing the geographical setting in which John appears in the Fourth 
Gospel, it must thus be kept in mind that he appears there as a witness. Every-
thing he does and says, is not focused on himself, but on Jesus. This is nowhere 
better illustrated than in the Baptist’s own words: “He must increase, but I must 
decrease” (3:30). 

B. Bethany across the Jordan 
B. Bethany across the Jordan 

The Fourth Gospel’s narrative, following the (predominantly) poetic prologue 
(1:1–18), opens with four episodes set on consecutive days (1:19–28, 29–34, 
35–39, 43–51). John is the protagonist in the first two episodes and the empha-
sis falls on his role as a witness (cf. 1:6–8), as is clear from the inclusio formed 
by 1:19 and 1:32–34,43 even though 1:36 shows that John’s role as a witness is 
not exhausted by the first two episodes.44 In the final two episodes the attention 
shifts to Jesus who, from this point on, is the main character of the Fourth 
Gospel’s narrative. 

The reference to John’s spatial setting appears at the conclusion of the first 
episode (1:28). Before discussing the significance of this reference in its nar-
rative context, however, we must engage with the location in question from a 
text-critical point of view. 

                                                            
40 Williams, “John (the Baptist),” 48. 
41 Williams, “John (the Baptist),” 60. 
42 Zimmermann, “John (the Baptist),” 99–115. 
43 Brown, Gospel, 1:67. 
44 C.H. Dodd, Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1965), 251. Dodd also observes that the first three episodes show a three-
fold progression (reflecting the progression in 1:6–8): (1) John testifies negatively about 
himself, (2) John testifies positively about Jesus, and (3) John sends his disciples to follow 
Jesus (p. 248–49); cf. Bultmann, Evangelium, 57. See also Stowasser, Johannes der Täufer, 
62: “Dem kurzen Abschnitt 1,35–37 kommt hierbei die Funktion eines Scharniers zu, wel-
ches zwei Einheiten verbindet und doch auch wieder trennt.” 
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Bethany, Bethabara, or Betharaba? 

Manuscripts of John 1:28 differ on the name of the location referred to. Some 
locate the events ἐν Βηθανίᾳ,45 others ἐν Βηθαβαρᾷ46 across the Jordan (πέραν 
τοῦ Ἰορδάνου). A few witnesses read ἐν Βηθαραβᾷ, but this is probably a cor-
ruption of Βηθαβαρᾷ.47 The text-critical problem can be traced back to Origen 
(Comm. Jo. 6.204–207).48 Origen observes that “almost all manuscripts” 
known to him read Bethany (σχεδὸν ἐν πᾶσι τοῖς ἀντιγράφοις κεῖται … ἐν 
Βηθανίᾳ) and that in his opinion this is the earlier (πρότερον) reading. Further-
more, he also indicates that Heracleon, who wrote an earlier (gnostic) com-
mentary on John, also reads ἐν Βηθανίᾳ. However, when Origen visited the 
places “in the footsteps (ἐπὶ ἱστορίαν τῶν ἰχνῶν) of Jesus, his disciples, and the 
prophets,” he did not find a site called Bethany. He therefore proposes to read 
Βηθαβαρᾷ (cf. Judg 7:24), either because he found this in a manuscript he con-
sulted,49 or because he made the conjecture himself.50 Origen found confirma-
tion for his proposal in the meaning of Bethabara, which he claimed was “house 
of preparation,”51 a fitting place for John’s baptism. 

In his Onomasticon Eusebius follows Origen’s judgement.52 The Madaba 
Map, possibly following Eusebius, reads Βεθαβαρα [sic] τὸ τοῦ ἁγίου τοῦ 

                                                            
45 E.g. ꝓ66 ꝓ75 א* A B Θ Ω it vg. 
46 E.g. C2 K Ψc f1.13 33 sys.c sa. 
47 Attestation for Βηθαραβᾷ is poor (892 2אvl syhmg). The reading is either a scribal error, 

or an attempt to conform the text to Josh 18:22, where the Hebrew  ֵית ָהֲעָרָבהּב  is variously 
transcribed as βαιθαραβα and βαιθαβαρα in LXX manuscripts. 

48 Depending on the system adopted, the passage can be referred to as 6.24, 6.40, and 
6.204–207. See for the text of the passage Origen, Der Johanneskommentar, ed. Erwin 
Preuschen, vol. 4 of Origenes Werke, GCS (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1903), 149–50, and Origen, 
Commentaire sur Saint Jean, tome II: Livres VI et X, ed. and trans. Cécile Blanc, SC 157 
(Paris: Cerf, 1970), 284–87. English translation: Origen, Commentary on the Gospel accord-
ing to John Books 1–10, trans. Ronald E. Heine, FC 80 (Washington, DC: Catholic Univer-
sity of America Press, 1989). 

49 Preuschen, introduction to Origen, Johanneskommentar, xcvii–xcviii: “Mit dem 
σχεδόν scheint Origenes indessen anzudeuten, dass er auch noch andere Lesarten kenne. 
Wenn er … Βηθαβαρᾷ einsetzt, so hat er damit vielleicht, trotzdem er es nicht ausdrücklich 
bemerkt, einer verschollenen Lesart wieder zu ihrem Rechte verholfen.” 

50 Bart D. Ehrman, Gordon D. Fee, and Michael W. Holmes, The Text of the Fourth Gos-
pel in the Writings of Origen, SBLNTGF 3 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1992), 1:72. 

51 Origen seems to have construed the meaning of Βηθαβαρᾶ out of בית and ברא (the verb 
is translated as κατασκευάζειν in the LXX of Isa 40:28 and 43:7) rather than בית and עבר 
(“house of crossing”), cf. Blanc, Commentaire, 284–85 n. 1. 

52 Eusebius, Onom. 58.18 (edition Klostermann) = 290 (edition Timm). Ms Vat. gr. 1456, 
on which Klostermann’s and Timm’s editions of the Onomasticon are based, reads 
Βηθααβαρά. This reading is retained by Klostermann. Timm corrects the reading to 
Βηθ˹α˺βαρά (the ˹ … ˺ sign indicates a conjecture). 
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βαπτίσματος “Bethabara, (the sanctuary) of St. John of the Baptism.”53 In his 
sermon on this verse, John Chrysostom seems to have found a reference to 
Bethany in the text before him, but he claims that the more correct copies read 
“Bethabara” (Hom. Jo. 17.1). Given the adoption of Βηθαβαρᾷ as the preferred 
text by these authorities, the frequent occurrence of this reading in the manu-
script tradition, even making its way into the Textus Receptus, is not surprising. 
Most modern scholars, however, accept Βηθανίᾳ as original, and rightly so. 
That the Fourth Evangelist located the events in ἐν Βηθανίᾳ πέραν τοῦ 
Ἰορδάνου is not only suggested by the external evidence (especially if Origen’s 
observations are accepted), but also by the internal evidence. If Βηθαβαρᾷ were 
original, it is very unlikely that a scribe would replace this by Βηθανίᾳ. On the 
other hand, a change from Βηθανίᾳ into Βηθαβαρᾷ can be explained very well 
by exactly the kind of reasoning we find in Origen.54 

The Model Reader’s Topographical Encyclopaedia 

The reference to Bethany is not made in the course of the narrative, but as a 
parenthesis made by the narrator (cf. 6:59; 8:20; 11:54).55 This implies that 
“1:28 is a parenthesis directed to the reader.”56 It is, therefore, helpful to de-
termine the extent of the model reader’s geographical encyclopaedia.57 In other 
words, how much topographical knowledge did the model reader possess and 
how does this influence the interpretation of Bethany across the Jordan? 

                                                            
53 Text and translation: Herbert Donner, The Mosaic Map of Madaba: An Introductory 

Guide, PalAnt 7 (Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1992), 38. It is generally believed that Eusebius’s 
Onomasticon was one of the map’s main sources (e.g. Donner, Mosaic Map, 22–24). See for 
a more cautious approach, however, Leah Di Segni, “The ‘Onomasticon’ of Eusebius and 
the Madaba Map,” in The Madaba Map Centenary 1897–1997: Travelling through the Byz-
antine Umayyad Period. Proceedings of the International Conference Held in Amman, 7–9 
April, 1997, ed. Michele Piccirillo and Eugenio Alliata, SBFCMa (Jerusalem: Franciscan 
Printing Press, 1999), 115–20. 

54 E.g. Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament, 2nd ed. 
(Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1994), 171 (only with {C}-classification though); 
Schnackenburg, Johannesevangelium, 1:283; Charles Kingsley Barrett, The Gospel accord-
ing to St. John: An Introduction with Commentary and Notes on the Greek Text, 2nd ed. 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1978), 175; Stowasser, Johannes der Täufer, 58–59; J. Ramsey 
Michaels, The Gospel of John, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 106; Thyen, Jo-
hannesevangelium, 115–16. Contra Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of John: A Commentary, 2 
vols, (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2003), 1:450. 

55 Cf. Michaels, Gospel, 105: “The Gospel writer now intervenes.” 
56 Cf. Wendy E.S. North, “‘Bethany beyond the Jordan’ (John 1:28) in Retrospect: The 

View from John 10:40 and Related Texts,” in The Scriptures of Israel in Jewish and Chris-
tian Tradition: Essays in Honour of Maarten J.J. Menken, ed. Bart J. Koet, Steve Moyise, 
and Joseph Verheyden, NovTSup 148 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 131.  

57 See chapter 1 for discussion of Umberto Eco’s concept of the model reader’s encyclo-
paedia. 
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Alan Culpepper discusses the topographical knowledge of the “implied 
reader,”58 a concept adopted from Wolfgang Iser and very similar to Umberto 
Eco’s model reader.59 Observing the way various locations are introduced in 
the Fourth Gospel’s narrative (e.g. Bethany, 11:1, 18; Ephraim, 11:54), Cul-
pepper concludes, convincingly in my view, that the reader “has at least heard 
of Jerusalem (1:19; 2:13), the region ‘beyond the Jordan’ (1:28; 3:26; 10:40), 
Galilee (1:44), Judea (3:22), and Samaria (4:4, 5, 7),”60 but “not the specific 
locations. Where precise locations are significant … these must be supplied by 
the narrator. The geography of the gospel is well known to the narrator but not 
to the reader.”61 The fact that in the Fourth Gospel Jerusalem is only referred 
to in its Hellenistic form Ἱεροσόλυμα may furthermore suggest a Hellenistic 
outlook from outside Palestine and its direct environs, where the transliterated 
Hebrew/Aramaic Ἰερουσαλήμ would presumably have been more appropriate. 

In John 1:28, Bethany across the Jordan appears without any introduction. 
Does this imply that the model reader knows Bethany beyond the Jordan, as 
Culpepper thinks,62 or merely that “this may only assume the reader knows of 
the Jordan, a more famous river, and not its exact location,”63 as Edward Klink 
holds? In the light of the lack of the model reader’s knowledge of any specific 
location in first-century Palestine except the city of Jerusalem itself – and even 
specific locations in Jerusalem are unfamiliar to the reader (cf. 5:2; 9:7; 18:1), 
as Culpepper showed –,64 the latter view is more likely. Besides, Culpepper 
notes that “[t]he phrase ‘beyond the Jordan’ may be added to distinguish this 
Bethany from the one in Judea.”65 

It follows that the model reader does not know the exact location of Bethany 
across the Jordan, but (s)he will have understood that it is a location, possibly 

                                                            
58 Culpepper, Anatomy, 216–18. See also Edward W. Klink, The Sheep of the Fold: The 

Audience and Origin of the Gospel of John, SNTSMS 141 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2007), 165–70. The Fourth Gospel’s implied reader is also discussed by René 
Kieffer, but without paying attention to the implied reader’s topographical knowledge; René 
Kieffer, “The Implied Reader in John’s Gospel,” in New Readings in John: Literary and 
Theological Perspectives. Essays from the Scandinavian Conference on the Fourth Gospel, 
Århus 1997, ed. Johannes Nissen and Sigred Pedersen, JSNTSup 182 (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1999), 47–65. 

59 Umberto Eco, Six Walks in the Fictional Woods: The Charles Eliot Norton Lectures 
1993 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), 15. See also chapter 1 above. 

60 Culpepper, Anatomy, 216. 
61 Culpepper, Anatomy, 218. 
62 Culpepper, Anatomy, 218 “the reader presumably knows of ‘Bethany beyond the Jor-

dan’ (1:28; cf. 10:40).” 
63 Klink, Sheep, 166. 
64 Culpepper, Anatomy, 217. 
65 Culpepper, Anatomy, 217. 
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a village, somewhere in Transjordan.66 It follows that the significance of Beth-
any across the Jordan does not follow from the model reader’s encyclopaedia, 
but must be found in the Gospel’s narrative. 

Significance of the Reference to Bethany across the Jordan 

Several proposals have been made regarding the significance of the geograph-
ical reference in John 1:28.67 Below, I will briefly evaluate these proposals. 

According to Karl Kundsin the references to Bethany and Aenon near Salim 
reflect the co-existence of followers of Jesus and of John the Baptist at these 
locations at the time of the Gospel’s writing, urging the latter to switch alle-
giance to Jesus.68 However, besides lacking any supporting evidence for the 
existence of such communities,69 Kundsin’s approach assumes that the model 
reader was familiar with the situation in these places, which I have already 
shown (at least with respect to Bethany) not to be the case. 

Norbert Krieger’s claim that Bethany is a fictitious location that is being 
referred to for symbolic reasons – the name is explained by Krieger as “house 
of response or witness” –,70 must be rejected for similar reasons. Observing 
that even quite common Hebrew/Aramaic expressions in the Fourth Gospel are 
translated into Greek, Alan Culpepper concludes (and rightly so): “The reader 
knows Greek and only Greek.”71 Although Krieger makes some helpful obser-
vations (for instance, the contrast with the Judean Bethany, more about which 
below), in the end his thesis does not hold, because the model reader does not 
possess the language skills to appreciate the alleged symbolic significance.72 

                                                            
66 If knowledge of the Synoptic tradition is presupposed (see above), the model reader 

will have located Bethany not too far from the river Jordan. 
67 In addition to the proposals discussed below, many scholars have focused on the tra-

dition behind the geographical refences in question rather than their literary function, 
thereby often following C.H. Dodd’s verdict that the references to Bethany across the Jordan 
(and Aenon near Salim) demonstrate that “the evangelist had at his disposal some source of 
information about John the Baptist which is not otherwise known to us” (Dodd, Historical 
Tradition, 250, italics original). 

68 Karl Kundsin, Topologische Überlieferungsstoffe im Johannes-Evangelium: Eine Un-
tersuchung, FRLANT 22 (Göttingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1925), 20–21, 25–27, 73–
75. 

69 Goguel, Au seuil de l’évangile, 83–85; Josef Ernst, “Wo Johannes taufte,” in Antikes 
Judentum und Frühes Christentum: Festschrift für Hartmut Stegemann zum 65. Geburtstag, 
ed. Bernd Kollmann, Wolfgang Reinbold, and Annette Steudel, BZNW 97 (Berlin: de Gru-
yter, 1999), 360. 

70 Norbert Krieger, “Fiktive Orte der Johannes-Taufe,” ZNW 45 (1954): 121–23. 
71 Culpepper, Anatomy, 218. Klink objects that some readers may have known more than 

Greek (Sheep, 170–72) and of course in the case of the Gospel’s actual readers this may very 
well be true; it does not apply, however, to the model reader. 

72 See for other objections Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 201–2, who rightly notes that the 
etymology of the name Bethany is uncertain, and Brown, Gospel, 1:45, observing that 



164  Chapter 7: John’s Geographical Setting in the Fourth Gospel 

According to Rudolf Bultmann, the geographical reference and its position 
at the conclusion of the passage are meant to demonstrate the importance and 
veracity of the events described.73 In a somewhat similar vein, Richard Bauck-
ham argues that contemporary readers will have qualified “topographical pre-
cision,” such as found in the Fourth Gospel, as a “historiographical character-
istic,” contributing to the veracity of the narrated events.74 However, although 
the model reader may indeed have interpreted geographical remarks like that 
in 1:28 as contributing to the veracity of the narrated events, this does not in 
my view exhaust the significance of the reference to Bethany across the Jordan. 

Rainer Riesner argues that Bethany refers to Batanea75 and according to him, 
this is theologically significant: 

Wenn in Johannes 1,28 mit ‘Bethanien jenseits des Jordan’ die Batanäa gemeint ist, 
dann haben alle vier klassischen alttestamentliche Gebiete – Galiläa, Samarien, Judäa 
und Transjordanien – einen betonten Platz im Vierten Evangelium. Und so macht der 
Evangelist Johannes auch mit Hilfe der Topographie theologisch klar, dass die Sen-
dung Jesu ganz Israel galt.76 

The case for interpreting Bethany as a reference to Batanea is not particularly 
strong (see the excursus later in this chapter). Besides, Riesner too much gen-
eralizes the Fourth Gospel’s use of topographical space. A distinction between 
Bethany beyond the Jordan and Judea better fits the contrasts suggested by the 
text itself, as I will show below. 

                                                            
“where there is symbolism in John, it generally stems from an ingenious interpretation of 
fact rather than from purely imaginative creation.” Furthermore, a fictitious location is not 
very likely in the light of the Fourth Gospel’s “general accuracy” with respect to geograph-
ical references; see Margaret Davies, Rhetoric and Reference in the Fourth Gospel, 
JSNTSup 69 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1992), 276–85. 

73 Bultmann, Evangelium, 64–65. This does not in itself mean that the events themselves 
are actually historical, only that the text presents them as such. See also Herman Ridderbos, 
Het evangelie naar Johannes: proeve van een theologische exegese, 2 vols. (Kampen: Kok, 
1987, 1992), 1:86. 

74 Richard Bauckham, “Historical Characteristics of the Gospel of John,” NTS 53 (2007): 
17–38. 

75 See the excursus at the end of this section for discussion of this and other proposals 
concerning the historical-geographical location of Bethany across the Jordan. 

76 Rainer Riesner, Bethanien jenseits des Jordan: Topographie und Theologie im Johan-
nes-Evangelium, BAZ 12 (Giessen: Brunnen, 2002), 175. Followed by Donald A. Carson, 
The Gospel according to John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Leicester: Inter-Varsity, 1991), 
147; Andreas J. Köstenberger, John, BECNT (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 65–
66. 
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For Raymond Brown,77 Hartmut Stegemann,78 Josef Ernst,79 John 
McHugh,80 and others,81 the reference to πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου implies that a 
Joshua-Jesus parallelism is in view. Most of these scholars do not argue for this 
position on the basis of the Gospel text itself, but on the basis of the traditional 
location of Bethany in Perea, interpreted against an Old Testament background, 
and on the basis of the Synoptic Gospel’s claim that John baptized in the River 
Jordan.82 However, I have showed in chapter 2 above, that the occurrence of a 
certain event on this location is in itself insufficient evidence for the claim that 
the text alludes to exodus and/or conquest traditions. McHugh, however, ar-
gues for this interpretation on the basis of the passage’s text itself.83 He finds 
support for a Jesus-Joshua parallelism and in reference to the wilderness in the 
quotation of Isa 40:3 (John 1:23)84 and the observation that in the Fourth Gos-
pel the emphasis is on πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου, not on Bethany. However, I have 
already shown in chapter 3 that whereas Isa 40:3 does indeed announce the 
arrival of eschatological salvation, there is no evidence that in early Judaism 
this passage was read in the light of exodus/conquest traditions. Besides, the 
Fourth Gospel’s emphasis does not fall on the wilderness (as in Mark 1:2–4), 
but on John’s identity: in contrast to the identifiable, specific eschatological 
figures referred to in 1:20–21, John is “a solitary and anonymous ‘voice.’”85 In 
the light of the reference to πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου in 3:26 and 10:40, McHugh 
may be correct that the emphasis is more on the Transjordan location than on 
the name “Bethany.” This does not, however, necessarily imply Jesus-Joshua 
typology. 

For the sake of completeness, two other proposals must be mentioned, also 
claiming Jesus-Joshua typology (though in opposite ways). According to Brian 

                                                            
77 Brown, Gospel, 1:44. 
78 Hartmut Stegemann, Die Essener, Qumran, Johannes der Täufer und Jesus: Ein Sach-

buch, 3rd ed. (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1994), 294–98. 
79 Ernst, “Wo Johannes taufte,” 362–63. 
80 McHugh, John 1–4, 124–25. 
81 E.g., Webb, John the Baptizer, 183. Keener, Gospel of John, 1:439, finds allusions to 

the exodus in the quotation of Isa 40:3 (see below), but in his view the reference to Bethany 
across the Jordan “has little purpose except as a historical observation” (Keener, Gospel of 
John, 1:450). 

82 See however Michaels, Gospel, 106: “The point of the reference is not that John bap-
tized ‘in the Jordan River’ (as in Mk 1:5; Mt 3:6; compare Lk 4:1), but that he baptized at 
‘Bethany, across the Jordan.’” 

83 McHugh also speculates, on the basis of patristic tradition, that a reference to Elijah 
“may … have been a factor in the angle of vision of our evangelist” (McHugh, John 1–4, 
124). However, John’s denial that he is Elijah (John 1:21) clearly shows that in the Fourth 
Gospel’s narrative such a reference is not intended. 

84 Similarly Keener, Gospel of John, 1:439. 
85 Michaels, Gospel, 23. See also Schnackenburg, Johannesevangelium, 1:279; Barrett, 

Gospel, 174. 
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Byron the phrase πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου requires an east-west perspective, which 
shows that the Bethany in John 1:28 is identical to the more familiar Bethany 
near Jerusalem.86 Byron’s presentation of the evidence is quite speculative, 
though, and his admission that “John … does not make it [= the typology of 
Joshua] explicit as he does not labour any of his allusions. Nor does he take up 
the image of the Promised Land in his eschatology,”87 is illustrative of the fact 
that he fails to connect his typological reading with the text of the Fourth Gos-
pel itself. Douglas Earl, by contrast, identifies Bethany as Batanea, and argues 
on the basis of Old Testament references to Bashan (Mic 7:14–15; Jer 50:19–
20; Ps 68) that an inverted Jesus-Joshua parallelism is in view, i.e. “one must 
cross the Jordan in the ‘wrong’ direction to find life with God.”88 Earl does 
relate his interpretation to the Fourth Gospel’s theology and he rightly observes 
that faith is found πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου. However, the fact that faith is found in 
Samaria (4:39–42) and Galilee (4:43–45) as well argues against his position. 

The discussion above shows that it is widely observed that the geographical 
remark in 1:28 is significant, but in most cases the interpretation of this signif-
icance is based on information from outside the text, especially Bethany’s sup-
posed historical-geographical location. However, given the model reader’s lack 
of knowledge of Bethany’s location on the map of Palestine, this is not where 
the significance of the Fourth Gospel’s references to Bethany across the Jordan 
is likely to be found. I will argue below that the contexts of 1:28 and 10:40 
indicate that the significance of Bethany across the Jordan is that it is outside 
Judea, separated from the Ἰουδαῖοι of Jerusalem. To my knowledge only Rob-
ert Fortna has thus far argued that “there is something of a polarity between 
Jerusalem and the place of the Baptist in Peraea.”89 However, although some 
of his observations coincide with those I will present below, he arrives at his 
conclusions along a very different, source-critical path. Moreover, he does not 
relate this polarity to the Gospel’s larger use of geography. 

                                                            
86 Brian Francis Byron, “Bethany across the Jordan or Simply across the Jordan,” ABR 

46 (1998): 36–54. 
87 Byron, “Bethany,” 52. 
88 Douglas S. Earl, “‘(Bethany) beyond the Jordan’: The Significance of a Johannine Mo-

tif,” NTS 55 (2009): 279–94 (quotation from 294). 
89 Robert T. Fortna, “Theological Use of Locale in the Fourth Gospel,” in Gospel Studies 

in Honor of Sherman Elbridge Johnson, ed. Massey H. Shepherd and Edward C. Hobbs, 
AThRSup 3 (1974), 68; see also 84: “Baptist Perea, then, is a place of faith, and … stands 
in sharp contrast to Judea.” Keener, Gospel of John, 1:449–50 considers that “1:28 may have 
some theological significance (it is not in Judea),” but rejects this view because “a Galilean 
site would have served the narrator’s theological purpose much better.” 
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Bethany across the Jordan in Contrast with Judea 

The episode of 1:19–28 is introduced by setting the stage: John will provide 
his testimony in response to the emissaries sent by the Ἰουδαῖοι to interrogate 
him. Although I cannot here review the vast amount of literature on the 
Ἰουδαῖοι, a few remarks are in order. 

First, how to translate Ἰουδαῖοι? The traditional translation “Jews” is prob-
lematic, not only because of the sad history of interpretation that more often 
than not failed to distinguish between the Johannine Jews and contemporary 
Judaism, but also because in our days, the word “Jews” is a predominantly 
religious term, obscuring the ethno-geographic relation with Judea. On the 
other hand, the translation “Judeans,” argued for by, for instance, Malcolm 
Lowe,90 emphasises the geographical aspect too strongly. Shaye Cohen has 
shown that from the Hasmonean Period onwards the use of Ἰουδαῖοι was not 
restricted to ethno-geographical connotations, but came to include a religious 
sense as well.91 In the Fourth Gospel itself, there is a close connection between 
Ἰουδαῖοι and Judea, but not exclusively so, as their presence in Capernaum 
shows (John 6:41, 52). Urban von Wahlde argues that often “Jewish authori-
ties” are referred to.92 This is an attractive suggestion and in 1:19 this is indeed 
what οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι denotes, as appears from their authority to send emissaries to 
interrogate John.93 Nevertheless, the translation “Jewish authorities” can cover 
only the majority occurrences of οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι in the Fourth Gospel, but not every 
instance.94 The same applies to other proposals that have been made.95 Since 
this is not the place to resolve the problem of the identity of οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι in the 
Fourth Gospel, and because a single translation that captures the complexities 

                                                            
90 Malcolm Lowe, “Who Were the ΙΟΥΔΑΙΟΙ?”NovT 18 (1976): 101–30. 
91 Shaye J.D. Cohen, The Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 70, 82–139. 
92 Urban C. von Wahlde, “The Johannine ‘Jews’: A Critical Survey,” NTS 28 (1982): 33–

60. 
93 According to Schnackenburg, Johannesevangelium, 1:274, “[d]ie Gesandtschaft 

kommt … von der jüdischen Zentralbehörden, dem Synhedrium.” Michaels, Gospel, 95–96 
identifies the Ἰουδαῖοι as “an umbrella term for both priestly and scribal leaders in Israel, 
especially in Jerusalem.” 

94 For Von Wahlde, this is not problematic, however, because he argues that the distinct 
usages of οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι is an indication of distinct redactional layers. In passages belonging to 
the “first edition” Ἰουδαῖοι denotes “Judeans” in a neutral sense, in passages belonging to 
the “second edition” Ἰουδαῖοι denotes the Jewish authorities in a hostile sense; Von Wahlde, 
Gospel, 1:64–66, 1:145–49. However, from a narrative point of view, based on the text as it 
stands, the Ἰουδαῖοι are one group and the interpreter has to come to terms with the various 
connotations of the Ἰουδαῖοι (Culpepper, Anatomy, 126). 

95 Ruth Sheridan, “Issues in the Translation of οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι in the Fourth Gospel,” JBL 
132 (2013): 671–95. 
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of the phrase is not readily available, it seems best to leave the phrase untrans-
lated.96 

Second, the phrase οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι ἐξ Ἱεροσολύμων connects the Ἰουδαῖοι spe-
cifically with Jerusalem. The fact that the Ἰουδαῖοι send emissaries furthermore 
suggests that the Ἰουδαῖοι themselves are not themselves in Bethany across the 
Jordan. The repeated reference to the emissaries as “being sent” (1:19, 22, 24), 
besides alluding to the fact that John is sent as well (1:6),97 keeps reminding 
the reader that the senders, οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι, are not present themselves. In other 
words, although οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι have taken the initiative for the interrogation, 
thereby ominously anticipating the opposition Jesus will experience from 
them,98 the space of οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι (identified as Jerusalem) remains separate from 
the space of John (identified as Bethany across the Jordan). 

The Fourth Gospel contains two other references to the setting referred to in 
1:28 (3:26; 10:40). In both cases, the text only refers to πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου, 
thereby placing emphasis on the fact that this setting is to be found “across the 
Jordan.” In both cases, though, allusions to chapter 1 are present, leaving no 
doubt that the “Bethany across the Jordan” of 1:28 is referred to.99 

The reference in 10:40 is highly significant for our discussion. Jesus retreats 
to Transjordan, but despite the fact that Jesus is the protagonist, his destination 
“across the Jordan” (πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου) is clarified by εἰς τὸν τόπον ὅπου ἦν 
Ἰωάννης τὸ πρῶτον βαπτίζων and this place is thus explicitly associated with 
John. The use of πάλιν and τὸ πρῶτον (distinguishing Bethany from Aenon, 
the second place where John baptized) makes the connection even stronger.100 
In fact, there is so much correspondence in wording to 1:28,101 that the reader 
is supposed to have “Bethany” in mind, even though the name itself is absent 
in the text. The inclusio formed by 1:28 and 10:40 makes the references to John 
full circle, as is underscored by the Fourth Gospel’s final comparison between 
John and Jesus in 10:41. At the same time, the contrast between Jesus and John, 
who “did no signs,” sets the stage for Jesus’s final, climactic sign in the Fourth 
Gospel, performed in the other Bethany, in which Jesus makes “the conscious 

                                                            
96 Cf. John Ashton, “The Identity and Function of the Ἰουδαῖοι in the Fourth Gospel,” 

NovT 27 (1985): 40–75. 
97 R. Alan Culpepper, The Gospel and Letters of John, IBT (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998), 

120. 
98 Culpepper, Gospel, 121. 
99 In 3:26 the connection with the episodes in chapter 1 is made by the reference to John’s 

witness to Jesus (ᾧ σὺ μεμαρτύρηκας) and to the fact that they met (ὃς ἦν μετὰ σοῦ), which 
in the Fourth Gospel only happens in 1:26, 29, 36. 

100 Cf. Riesner, Bethanien, 14 “Im Johannes-Evangelium führt der Weg Jesu von Betha-
nien nach Bethanien!” 

101 Cf. Thyen, Johannesevangelium, 503; North, “Bethany,” 134. 1:28: πέραν τοῦ 
Ἰορδάνου, ὅπου ἦν ὁ Ἰωάννης βαπτίζων; 10:40: πάλιν πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου εἰς τὸν τόπον 
ὅπου ἦν Ἰωάννης τὸ πρῶτον βαπτίζων. 
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decision … to lay down his life in order to give life to Lazarus whom he 
loves.”102 

The reason Jesus returns to John’s territory is to retreat from οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι, 
who threaten his life (10:31–39). Like in 1:19–28, therefore, Bethany across 
the Jordan functions as a place that is separated from οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι. The separa-
tion from Judea and οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι is thematised in the subsequent story. Jesus’s 
disciples object to leaving the place across the Jordan in order to go to Judea 
(11:7), because this will bring them again under the threat of οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι (11:8). 

The occurrence of two Bethanies in John 10:40–11:52 (cf. 12:1–8) has since 
long been observed. In the early twentieth century Benjamin Bacon noted that 
“the transition in John 11:1 from one Bethany to the other … has points of 
curious coincidence.”103 From a narrative perspective, though, the transition 
may be a conscious narrative strategy, inviting the reader to perceive a contrast 
between the two Bethanies, rather than merely a coincidence. In fact, several 
scholars have argued in recent years that whatever geographical location Beth-
any across the Jordan refers to, the Fourth Evangelist wrote Βηθανία precisely 
to create a counterpart to the Bethany of Mary and Martha (11:1).104 What is 
significant for our discussion, is that the Bethany of Mary and Martha is intro-
duced as ἐγγὺς τῶν Ἱεροσολύμων (11:18). By contrast, John’s Bethany is not. 

To summarize our findings, Bethany across the Jordan is characterized as a 
place associated with John the Baptist and separated from οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι, Judea 
and Jerusalem. In my view, the geographical reference in 1:28 anticipates 
10:40–11:18, where this theme is fully thematised. This, then, is the signifi-
cance of the geographical reference to Bethany across the Jordan in John 1:28.  

Excursus – Locating Bethany across the Jordan 

As has been briefly observed above, many proposals have been made regarding 
the location of Bethany across the Jordan. Although the model reader was ig-
norant of the precise location referred to and the identification of the site is 

                                                            
102 North, “Bethany,” 134; see also Wendy E.S. North, The Lazarus Story within the Jo-

hannine Tradition, JSNTSup 212 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), 132: “[T]he 
specific location beyond the Jordan ensures that Jesus must re-enter Judaea, and so endanger 
his own life, in order to bestow life on Lazarus. Thus, the journey to Lazarus will be for 
Jesus a journey towards death … (11:7–8, cf. v. 16).” 

103 Benjamin W. Bacon, “Aenon near to Sâlim,” BiWo 33 (1909): 225. Cf. Michaels, 
Gospel, 609 “the odd coincidence of a journey from one Bethany to another.” See also The-
odor Innitzer, Johannes der Täufer nach der heiligen Schrift und der Tradition (Vienna: Von 
Mayer, 1908), 229. 

104 Jeremy M. Hutton, “‘Bethany beyond the Jordan’ in Text, Tradition, and Historical 
Geography,” Bib 89 (2008): 312; Jerome Murphy O’Connor, “Sites Associated with John 
the Baptist,” RB 112 (2005): 262, followed by Von Wahlde, Gospel, 2:39. Cf. Fortna, “The-
ological Use,” 78–79. 
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therefore not of significance for understanding the narrative role of the geo-
graphical setting in question, I will for the sake of completeness discuss the 
various identifications that have been suggested. 

Traditionally, the place referred to in John 1:28 is located on the banks of 
the Jordan River near Jericho. This tradition was already in existence in the 
time of Origen (early third century CE),105 who asserts that “they say Bethabara 
is pointed out along the bank of the Jordan, there they claim John had been 
baptizing” (Comm. Jo. 6.205).106 The plural τὰ Βηθαβαρᾶ possibly suggest that 
Origen did not think of Bethabara as a village, but as a reference to the fords 
in the river.107 

In the early fourth century, Eusebius located Bethabara – “the place where 
even until today many brothers take pride (φιλοτιμοῦντα) in receiving baptism 
(τὸ λουτρόν)”108 – on the river’s eastern bank, πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου (cf. John 
1:28). The same applies for the Pilgrim of Bordeaux, who connected the site 
with the place where Elijah was taken up into heaven.109 Other fourth-century 
pilgrim reports, however, do not identify an exact spot. Egeria (pilgrim in 383) 
does not refer to Jesus’s baptism, either “because she had no clear idea where 
it was,”110 or because she was too preoccupied with following the footsteps of 
Moses.111 In 385/386 Paula “remembered Jesus’ baptism while looking upon 
the Jordan stream, but she too had no fixed spot to commemorate the event.”112 
Not much later, churches and water installations were built on the eastern bank 
of the River (see below), facilitating the remembrance of Jesus’s baptism (and 
possibly Elijah’s ascension). Later pilgrim reports show, however, that from 
the sixth century onwards Christians commemorated Jesus’s baptism at the 
river’s western bank113 and a church and monastery were built there. This is 
where the Madaba Map locates Bethabara.114 

                                                            
105 According to Heine, Commentary, 5, Origen began working on Book 6 of his com-

mentary on John in 234 CE. 
106 Δείκνυσθαι δὲ λέγουσι παρὰ τῇ ὄχθῃ τοῦ Ἰορδάνου τὰ Βηθαβαρᾶ, ἔνθα ἱστοροῦσιν 

τὸν Ἰωάννην βεβαπτικέναι. 
107 Cf. Murphy-O’Connor, “Sites,” 261: “The word means ‘the place of crossing over,’ 

and in reference to a river can only indicate a ford.” According to O’Connor there never was 
a town named Bethabara or Bethany, but “a Johannine redactor assumed that, if JB had an 
audience in the desolate area east of the Jordan, there must have been a town” (“Sites,” 262).  

108 Eusebius, Onom. 58.19–20 (edition Klostermann) = 290 (edition Timm); my transla-
tion. In his Latin translation Jerome adds hoc est de numero credentium after the reference 
to “many brothers” (plurimi de fratibus). 

109 Itinera Hierosolymitana: Saeculi IIII–VIII, ed. Paulus Geyer, CSEL 39 (Vienna: Ac-
ademiae Litterarum Caesareae, 1898), 24. 

110 Di Segni, “Onomasticon,” 118. 
111 Riesner, Bethanien, 23. 
112 Di Segni, “Onomasticon,” 118; cf. Riesner, Bethanien, 23–24. 
113 Di Segni, “Onomasticon,” 118; Riesner, Bethanien, 24–26. 
114 Donner, Mosaic Map, 38–39 and map; Di Segni, “Onomasticon,” 118. 
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In the nineteenth century Claude Conder argued that Bethany refers to Ba-
tanea,115 and this suggestion was developed by William Brownlee116 and espe-
cially Rainer Riesner,117 and followed by Donald Carson, Andreas Kösten-
berger, and Douglas Earl.118 This solution has the advantage of being closer to 
Cana, and therefore fits the time-frame of John 1–2 better than the traditional 
location of Bethany. Furthermore, it helps to explain the Galilean provenance 
of Jesus’s disciples (John 1:43–44). However, if the time-frame of John 1–2 is 
the Fourth Evangelist’s own literary construct,119 the force of this argument is 
lost.120 Besides, Ramsey Michaels observes that the absence of the article ar-
gues against identifying Bethany with Batanea, for when the Fourth Gospel 
refers to large areas, the definite article is always present.121 

Another solution is proposed by Pierson Parker, who argues that John’s 
Bethany is equivalent to the more familiar Bethany close to Jerusalem.122 By 
consequence πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου refers to the west side of the Jordan: the 
events took place “across from the point of the Jordan where John had been 
baptizing,”123 but Parker’s interpretation of πέραν in the sense of “across, op-
posite from” has received much criticism. More recently, Brian Byron124 and 
Wendy North125 have made similar proposals for identifying the two Bethanies 
with each other, based on a different punctuation: ταῦτα ἐν Βηθανίᾳ ἐγένετο, 
πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου ὅπου ἦν ὁ Ἰωάννης βαπτίζων (“this happened in Bethany, 
at the other side of the Jordan where John baptized”), so that ὅπου ἦν ὁ Ἰωάννης 

                                                            
115 Claude Reigner Conder, “Bethany beyond Jordan,” PEQ 9/4 (1877): 184–87. Already 

in the 16th century, however, Theodor Beza considered the possibility that the Fourth Evan-
gelist wrote Βαταναίᾳ, though in the end he favoured Βηθαβαρᾷ; see Jan Krans, Bert Jan 
Lietaert Peerbolte et al., eds., “The Amsterdam Database of New Testament Conjectural 
Emendation,” cj15234, http://ntvmr.uni-muenster.de/nt-conjectures?conjID=cj15234. 

116 William Hugh Brownlee, “Whence the Gospel according to John?” in John and Qum-
ran, ed. James H. Charlesworth (London: Chapman, 1972), 167–70. 

117 Riesner, Bethanien; see his “Bethany beyond the Jordan (John 1:28): Topography, 
Theology and History in the Fourth Gospel,” TynBul 38 (1987): 29–63, for a more concise 
discussion. 

118 Carson, Gospel, 146–47; Köstenberger, John, 65; Earl, “(Bethany) beyond the Jor-
dan,” 279–94. 

119 So e.g. Brown, Gospel, 1:45. 
120 Cf. Ernst, “Wo Johannes taufte,” 354–58. 
121 Michaels, Gospel, 107. 
122 Pierson Parker, “Bethany beyond Jordan,” JBL 74 (1955): 257–61. 
123 Parker, “Bethany,” 258. 
124 Byron, “Bethany,” 36–54. 
125 North, “Bethany,” 129–40 (in contrast to her earlier objection to this view: “[t]his 

argument does oblige us to read exactly the same phrase in 1.28 and 10.40 … in two com-
pletely different ways depending on the verb. One wonders whether John’s brand of koine 
was given to such precision;” Lazarus, 132 n. 46). North claims to having reached this ap-
proach indepently from Byron (p. 131). 
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βαπτίζων qualifies τοῦ Ἰορδάνου only, and not ἐν Βηθανίᾳ. The advantage of 
this solution over Parker’s is that the place where John baptized is still at the 
east side of the river, as is required by πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου in 3:26 and 10:40. 
In 1:28, however, πέραν refers to Bethany at the west side of the river, the only 
Bethany referred to in the Gospel, because the point of reference is taken on 
the eastern side (the place where John baptized). In other words, the three in-
stances of πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου in the Fourth Gospel do not all refer to the same 
place, but depend on the point of reference taken in the text. According to this 
view, John gave his witness in 1:19–27 not at the place where he baptized, but 
in Bethany near Jerusalem.126 However, in the flow of the narrative in John 
1:19–39, it is unnatural to assume that the location referred to in 1:28 should 
be distinguished from the place where John baptized. 

Still other proposals identify Bethany close to the traditional location, with-
out assuming that a town named Bethany existed at the time. Gustaf Dalman 
suggests on the basis of the Madaba Map that John 1:28 refers to a place named 
“Beth Ainon oder Beth Enajim (Beth Enaija) … der bei Johannes mit Bethania 
verwechselt wurde.”127 He furthermore speculates that John and his disciples 
lived in huts built on piles near the Jordan.128 This suggestion is taken up by 
John McHugh, arguing that Βηθανία is derived from the Aramaic ַעְייָנה ֵּבית  
“waterhouses” or ֵּבית ֲעָרָבא “willow houses.”129 Clemens Kopp takes Βηθανία 
as a translation of ֵּבית ֳאִנָּיה  “house of the boat,” referring to a ford in the Jor-
dan;130 note that the Madaba Map shows two ferries passing along ropes in the 
Jordan river,131 one of which is not far from the location traditionally identified 
as the place of the baptism. Jeremy Hutton admits that Βηθανίᾳ was probably 
the original reading of John 1:28, but argues that the events narrated in John 
1:19–28 took place at Bethabara – “the reading Βηθανίᾳ ... may have arisen 

                                                            
126 This is acknowledged by North, who argues that in the context of the Fourth Gospel’s 

narrative this is a fitting place for John to give his testimony: John’s role as a model witness 
implies that a location close to the Jerusalem authorities is far more likely than at the place 
of baptism, east of the Jordan (“Bethany,” 139). 

127 Gustaf Dalman, Orte und Wege Jesu. Im Anhang: die handschriftlichen Berichtungen 
und Ergänzungen in dem Handexemplar Gustaf Dalmans, 4th ed., ed. Alfred Jepsen (Darm-
stadt: Wissenschaftlichen Buchgesellschaft, 1967), 99. 

128 Dalman, Orte und Wege Jesu, 96. Cf. Clemens Kopp, Die heiligen Stätten der Evan-
gelien, 2nd ed. (Regensburg: Pustet, 1964), 151. 

129 McHugh, John 1–4, 144–47. 
130 Kopp, heiligen Stätten, 154. This suggestion originated in the nineteenth century and 

is discussed (and rejected) by Benjamin W. Bacon, “The Baptism of John – Where Was It?,” 
BiWo 30 (1907): 49–50. Note that Βηθανία is usually derived from  ֲֵעִנָּיה תיּב  based on Je-
rome’s domus adflictionis eius uel domus oboedientiae (that is, either “house of affliction” 
or “house of obedience”) in his Liber interpretationis hebraicorum nominum, in Onomastica 
sacra, ed. Paulus de Lagarde (Göttingen: Adalberti Rente, 1870), 60 lines 26–27. 

131 Donner, Mosaic Map, 36. 
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under literary pressure from the symbolic movement of Jesus to Bethany in 
John 11.”132 

In recent years, archaeologist Mohammad Waheeb, who from 1997 onwards 
excavated Al Maghtas on the eastern bank of the Jordan River, claims to have 
found the site of Bethany across the Jordan referred to in John 1:28.133 The 
excavations have unearthed a small settlement, several Byzantine churches and 
hermit cells, and an elaborate water system134 dating from the Byzantine or 
Late Roman period.135 A first-century date for the settlement is claimed on the 
basis of first-century-type potsherds found on the banks of the wadi near the 
tell.136 However, Jerome Murphy O’Connor rightly objects that the evidence 
provided for such an early date is insufficient, since these potsherds are not 
necessarily related to the structures of the settlement.137 The lack of clear ar-
chaeological evidence, the third and fourth century texts discussed above, and 
the prominent identification of the structures as the “site of Jesus’s baptism” in 
the promotion of the archaeological park built at the site,138 suggest that the 
claim for such an early date for the settlement is inspired not by the archaeo-
logical and historical evidence, but by a “desired past.”139 On the basis of the 

                                                            
132 Hutton, “Bethany,” 312; idem, “Topography, Biblical Traditions, and Reflections on 

John’s Baptism of Jesus,” in Charlesworth, Rhea, and Pokorný, Jesus Research, 151–56. 
133 See, e.g. Mohammad Waheeb, “Wadi al-Kharrar,” AJA 105 (2001): 448: “The Wadi 

al-Kharrar Archaeological Project, … has confidently identified the site of the Baptism.” 
See also Mohammad Waheeb, “Archaeological Excavations at the Baptism Site ‘Bethany 
Beyond the Jordan’.” Bible and Spade 14/2 (2001): 44; idem, “The Discovery of Elijah’s 
Hill and John’s Site of Baptism, East of the Jordan River from the Description of Pilgrims 
and Travellers,” AsSS 8 (2012): 211. Waheeb’s claim is accepted by Rami Khouri, “Where 
John Baptized: Bethany beyond the Jordan,” BAR 31/1 (2005): 34–43. 

134 Waheeb, “Archaeological Excavations,” 43–53; idem, “The Discovery of Bethany be-
yond the Jordan River (Wadi al-Kharrar),” Dirasat 35/1 (2008): 115–26; idem, “The Dis-
covery of Elijah’s Hill,” 200–212. 

135 Waheeb, “Archaeological Excavations,” 48. 
136 Michele Piccirillo, “The Sanctuaries of the Baptism on the East Bank of the Jordan 

River,” in Jesus and Archaeology, ed. James H. Charlesworth (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2006), 443. 

137 O’Connor, “Sites,” 260–62. 
138 See on the internet: “The Baptism Site of Jesus Christ: Bethany beyond the Jordan,” 

http://www.baptismsite.com. 
139 Already in 2003 Ed Noort called for caution, because “all the now published facts and 

interpretations do come from interim reports and they are definitely not free from religious-
economic motives;” Ed Noort, “Βεθαβαρα τὸ τοῦ ἁγίοῦ Ἰωάννου τοῦ Βαπτίσματος: Remarks 
about Storied Places at the Jordan, John the Baptist and the Madaba Mosaic Map,” in Jeru-
salem, Alexandria, Rome: Studies in Ancient Cultural Interaction in Honour of A. Hilhorst, 
ed. Florentino García Martínez and Gerard P. Luttikhuizen, JSJSup 82 (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 
238. The overwhelming role of politics, religion, and economics in the exploitation and pro-
motion of Al Maghtas (on the eastern Jordan bank), Qasr al-Yahud (on the western Jordan 
bank), and Yardenit (near Beit Shean) is demonstrated by Rachel Havrelock, River Jordan: 



174  Chapter 7: John’s Geographical Setting in the Fourth Gospel 

available evidence, a date in the Early Byzantine period for the site seems most 
likely.140 

Several proposals have thus been made with respect to the historical-geo-
graphical location of Bethany across the Jordan, but none of these is conclu-
sive. We simply do not know the exact location of Bethany across the Jordan, 
nor do we know for sure whether Bethany refers to a village, as is often as-
sumed, or to a spot near or ford in the river Jordan, the name of which may 
have been stylized to conform to Judea’s Bethany. 

C. Aenon near Salim 
C. Aenon near Salim 

The second location associated with John the Baptist in the Fourth Gospel is 
Αἰνὼν ἐγγὺς τοῦ Σαλείμ (John 3:23). As has been observed above, the refer-
ence to “the one who was with you [= John] across the Jordan” (3:26) sets this 
location apart from the earlier setting associated with John the Baptist, Bethany 
across the Jordan. 

The Location of Aenon near Salim and the Model Reader 

As in the case of Bethany, there was already uncertainty about the exact loca-
tion of Aenon near Salim in ancient times, as is witnessed by the fact that the 
Madaba Map knows of two locations identified as Aenon: one referred to as 
Αἰνὼν ἡ ἐγγὺς τοῦ Σαλημ (sic) south of Scythopolis (corresponding to the place 
Eusebius identified as Aenon),141 the other as Αἰνὼν ἔνθα νῦν ὁ Σαπσαφας in 

                                                            
The Mythology of a Dividing Line (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011), 276–82. I 
owe the terminology of a “desired past” to Sandra Scham, “Diplomacy and Desired Pasts,” 
JSA 9 (2009): 163–99. 

140 The so-called Secret Gospel of Mark narrates the resurrection of Lazarus before Jesus 
crosses the Jordan and arrives in Jericho and for this reason Scott Brown argues that a Beth-
any must have existed near Tell el-Kharrar; Scott G. Brown, “Bethany beyond the Jordan: 
John 1:28 and the Longer Gospel of Mark,” RB 110 (2003): 497–516. The authenticity of 
the text is question is, however, doubtful to say the least. A strong case has been made for 
the view that the text is a modern forgery; see Stephen C. Carlson, The Gospel Hoax: Morton 
Smith’s Invention of Secret Mark (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2005); Francis Wat-
son, “Beyond Suspicion: On the Authorship of the Mar Saba Letter and the Secret Gospel of 
Mark,” JTS NS 61 (2010): 128–70. See for views pro and contra Tony Burke (ed.), Ancient 
Gospel or Modern Forgery: The Secret Gospel of Mark in Debate: Proceedings from the 
2011 York University Christian Apocrypha Symposium (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2013). 

141 Eusebius claimed that “until today” (εἰς ἔτι νῦν) people identified Aenon “eight miles 
south of Scythopolis” (ἀπὸ ηʹ σημείων Σκυθοπόλεως πρὸς νότον), next to Salim and the 
Jordan (πλησίον Σαλεὶμ καὶ τοῦ Ἰορδάνου; Onom. 40.1–4 [edition Klostermann] = 190 [edi-
tion Timm]). Kopp, heilige Stätten, 166–72, and Schnackenburg, Johannesevangelium, 
1:450–51, follow Eusebius’s identification. 
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Transjordan.142 Many scholars in the twentieth and twenty-first century, how-
ever, locate Aenon in the heart of Samaria close to ancient Shechem – the name 
Σαλείμ being preserved in name of the Palestinian village Salim. That Aenon 
is to be found in this area is argued for persuasively by, for instance, M.-É. 
Boismard, Jerome Murphy O’Connor, and Jürgen Zangenberg, although the 
exact identification of the springs (Αἰνὼν) in question remains disputed.143 
John A.T. Robinson found support for this identification of Aenon in the ref-
erence to the “others” who laboured among the Samaritans before Jesus’s arri-
val in Samaria.144 

The point, however, is not what we do or do not know about the historical-
geographical location of Aenon near Salim, but what knowledge the model 
reader is supposed to possess. It follows from 3:26 that the model reader knows 
that Αἰνὼν ἐγγὺς τοῦ Σαλείμ is located west of the Jordan,145 but that (s)he does 
not know the exact location of Aenon, since Σαλείμ is used as an indication of 
where to find Αἰνών.146 For the same reason, the phrase may suggest that alt-
hough Aenon’s location was unknown, the model reader did know where to 
locate Σαλείμ,147 and will thus have concluded that Aenon’s location is some-
where in Samaria (cf. the “others” in 4:38). On the other hand, given the fact 

                                                            
142 Donner, Mosaic Map, 37–38. According to Stegemann, this is the place where the 

historical John did in fact baptize, but in the early traditions about John “hat schon das Jo-
hannesevangelium irrigerweise einen anderen Ort gleichen namens bei Salim … als weitere 
Taufstelle des Johannes betrachtet” (Essener, 294). 

143 M.-É. Boismard, “Aenon, près de Salem (Jean, III, 23),” RB 80 (1973): 218–29; Je-
rome Murphy-O’Connor, “John the Baptist and Jesus: History and Hypotheses,” NTS 36 
(1990): 363–65; Jürgen Zangenberg, Frühes Christentum in Samarien: Topographische und 
traditionsgeschichtliche Studien zu den Samarientexten im Johannesevangelium, TANZ 27 
(Tübingen: Francke, 1998), 60–67. Other scholars who locate Aenon in the heart of Samaria 
include Charles H.H. Scobie, John the Baptist (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964), 163–77; 
Brown, Gospel, 1:151; Stowasser, John the Baptist, 214–16; McHugh, John 1–4, 245–47; 
Keener, Gospel of John, 1:576; Joshua Schwartz, “John the Baptist, the Wilderness and the 
Samaritan Mission,” in Studies in Historical Geography and Biblical Historiography Pre-
sented to Zecharia Kallai, ed. Gershon Galil and Moshe Weinfeld, VTSup 81 (Leiden: Brill, 
2000), 113–15. This identification of Aenon near Salim was to my best knowledge first pro-
posed by Edward Robinson, Biblical Researches in Palestine and the Adjacent Regions: A 
Journal of Travels in the Years 1838 and 1852, 2nd ed., 3 vols. (London: Murray, 1856), 
3:333. 

144 Robinson, “Others,” 61–66; followed by Scobie, John the Baptist, 175–76; Xavier 
Léon-Dufour, “‘Et là, Jésus baptisait’ (Jn 3,22),” in Mélanges Eugène Tisserant 1: Écriture 
Sainte – Ancien Orient (Vatican: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1964), 303; Boismard, 
“Aenon,” 227–28. Contra Fortna, “Theological Use,” 83. 

145 Michaels, Gospel, 214–15; Thyen, Johannesevangelium, 225; Marcus, John the Bap-
tist, 155. 

146 Culpepper, Anatomy, 217. 
147 Culpepper, Anatomy, 217: “[T]he explanation ‘near Salim’ may have located it;” 

Keener, Gospel of John, 1:576 (“perhaps”). More boldly: Kopp, heiligen Stätten, 166–67. 
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that the location of hardly any specific site in the Gospel is known to the model 
reader,148 familiarity with the relatively small town Σαλείμ is not what one 
would expect. It is, therefore, wise not to be overly dogmatic concerning the 
model reader’s knowledge of the location of Σαλείμ. 

A final note about the model reader’s knowledge. According to Culpepper 
the phrase ὅτι ὕδατα πολλὰ ἦν ἐκεῖ indicates that “the reader … would not 
know there was water nearby.”149 This fits the fact that the model reader only 
knows Greek150 and will thus not have recognized the name Aenon as a tran-
scription of 151,ֵעיׇנן/ֵעיׇנׇנן the plural of the Aramaic ֵעיׇנא “spring, well.” However, 
this interpretation of ὅτι ὕδατα πολλὰ ἦν ἐκεῖ loses much of its force in the 
light of the other references to water in chapter 3–4, which suggest that phrase 
is first of all a theological qualification of John’s baptism.152 In his conversa-
tion with Nicodemus Jesus says that one can only enter the kingdom of God if 
one is born out of water and spirit (3:5). John needs “much water” for his bap-
tism. Jesus, by contrast, baptizes (in water, of course) and does so in close 
connection with God, who gives the spirit (3:33–35). Moreover, in the follow-
ing story Jesus is portrayed as the one who provides living water (4:10–14). In 
other words, ὅτι ὕδατα πολλὰ ἦν ἐκεῖ ὅτι ὕδατα πολλὰ ἦν ἐκεῖ may function 
primarily not so much as a topographical explanation why John baptized at 
Aenon, but as the first of several indications in this passage that Jesus’s minis-
try surpasses that of John. 

Significance of the Reference to Aenon near Salim 

In comparison to the reference to Bethany across the Jordan (1:28), relatively 
few interpretations have been proposed for the significance of the reference to 
Aenon near Salim in John 3:23.153 Some scholars have argued that the reference 
to Aenon near Salim was made as a symbolic reference to “the springs close to 
salvation (ָׁשלֹום),”154 but this interpretation must be rejected because the model 
reader only knows Greek (see above) and will thus not have understood such a 
symbolic interpretation. Kundsin’s hypothesis of a Baptist community existing 

                                                            
148 Klink, Sheep, 168, and see the discussion above regarding Bethany across the Jordan. 
149 Culpepper, Anatomy, 217. 
150 See for discussion above. 
151 Marie-Joseph Lagrange, Évangile selon Saint Jean, 5th ed. (Paris: Lecoffre, 1936), 

92. 
152 Léon-Dufour, “Et là, Jésus baptisait,” 303–8. 
153 Like in the case of Bethany, many scholars treat the reference to Aenon near Salim as 

a traditional datum, possibly retained from one of the Gospel’s sources. The question in this 
chapter is not, however, where the reference originated, but how it functions in the narrative. 

154 Krieger, “Fiktive Orte,” 122–23. Cf. Dibelius, Urchristliche Überlieferung, 111 n. 1: 
“Die Lokalitätsangabe … bietet … das Problem: Allegorie (die ‘Quelle’ ist nahe bei dem 
‘Heil’, aber sie ist nicht das Heil) oder besondere Überlieferung? Die Frage ist an dieser 
Stelle wohl kaum zu entscheiden.” 
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in Aenon alongside followers of Jesus at the time of writing has found more 
appeal.155 Most scholars assume that Aenon near Salim is mentioned because 
it is a location in Samaria, anticipating Jesus’s arrival there (John 4). Both in-
terpretations assume that the model reader is familiar with either the situation 
in Aenon, or Aenon’s location in Samaria. As I have argued above, this is pos-
sible, yet uncertain. All of the interpretations given above take their starting-
point in extratextual data. I will show, however, that in the narrative itself, 
Aenon near Salim is set in contrast to Judea. To my best knowledge only Ru-
dolf Schnackenburg considers an interpretation that goes partly in this direc-
tion, but in the end he concludes that “der Vorgang bleibt dunkel.”156 However, 
in my view the portrayal of John outside Judea makes good sense in the light 
of the Fourth Evangelist’s larger use of geography. 

It is of significance that the passage under discussion is not introduced by 
one, but by two geographical settings. Jesus is baptizing in Judea (εἰς τὴν 
Ἰουδαίαν γῆν), John in Aenon near Salim (3:22–23). From a source-critical 
perspective the two geographical notes are often taken as originating from dif-
ferent sources, and hence independently from each other.157 Source-critical ap-
proaches to the passage in question have been fueled by the observation that 
Jesus comes (ἦλθεν) to Judea, whereas the preceding passage is set in Jerusa-
lem.158 Be this as it may, when the text is read in its current sequence, Jesus’s 
coming to Judea reflects a transition from Jerusalem to the Judean country-
side.159 This perfectly fits the itinerary of Jesus’s journey in chapters 2–4,160 

                                                            
155 Kundsin, Topologische Überlieferungsstoffe, 73–75. Followed by Bultmann, Evange-

lium, 124 n. 5; Schnackenburg, Johannesevangelium, 1:450; Jürgen Becker, Das Evangelium 
des Johannes, ÖTK, 2 vols (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus Mohn, 1979), 1:53. See 
also Zangenberg, Frühes Christentum, 68–69: “Im folgenden soll … von der Arbeitshy-
pothese ausgegangen warden, daß in Aenon ursprünglich unabhängig von Johannes agi-
erende Täufer existierten und vom Joh nachträglich zu Johannesjüngern deklariert wurden, 
um sie theologisch fassen zu können.” 

156 Schnackenburg, Johannesevangelium, 1:450 “Der Evangelist scheint die Antwort na-
hezulegen, daß er Jesu Auftreten im wichtigsten Landesteil Judäa in der Nähe Jerusalems 
nicht behindern wollte.” 

157 See, for instance, Fortna, “Theological Use,” 71. 
158 See Barrett, Gospel, 219, for a summary of positions. See also John W. Pryor, “John 

the Baptist and Jesus: Tradition and Text in John 3.25,” JSNT 66 (1997): 20–21, who argues 
that the passage stems from a pre-Johannine source (cf. Bultmann, Evangelium, 122–23). 

159 Cf. Kundsin, Topologische Überlieferungsstoffe, 25; Bultmann, Evangelium, 123; An-
drew T. Lincoln, The Gospel according to Saint John, BNTC (London: Continuum, 2005), 
159; Michaels, Gospel, 212–13; Thyen, Johannesevangelium, 224; Thompson, John, 92. 

160 Johannes Beutler, “Jesus in Judea,” IDS 49/2 (2015), art. #1926: 6 pages 
doi:10.4102/ids.v49i2.1926. 
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which is often characterized as “from Cana to Cana,” although “from Galilee 
to Galilee” probably better captures the point.161 

Moreover, when the text is read as a coherent whole, “Aenon near Salim” 
stands in contrast to “the Judean land.”162 Of course, εἰς τὴν Ἰουδαίαν γῆν is 
rather vague in comparison to Αἰνὼν ἐγγὺς τοῦ Σαλείμ163 and many other ref-
erences in the Fourth Gospel,164 but this vagueness can be explained by its po-
sition in the itinerary of chapters 2–4165 (cf. 4:4–6, 43–45) and the importance 
of Judea for Jesus’s mission in the Fourth Gospel (see below). Apparently it is 
not important where in Judea Jesus baptizes, but that he baptizes in Judea. All 
the region of Judea is thereby characterized as the place of Jesus’s activity. 
John, by implication, baptizes outside Judea,166 at Aenon near Salim. 

The following passage does indeed assume that Jesus and John are acting at 
separate places, Jesus in Judea and John at Aenon near Salim. This appears 
from the fact that the reports about Jesus’s baptizing ministry, which is even 
more successful than John’s reach John through his disciples. The baptizers do 
not meet in person (in contrast to their earlier encounter beyond the Jordan). 
Moreover, John’s disciples refer to Jesus in a rather distant, indirect way (ὃς 
ἦν μετὰ σοῦ πέραν τοῦ Ἰορδάνου),167 thereby creating a certain narrative dis-
tance between John and Jesus. This appears to be a narrative strategy. In com-
parison to chapter 1, the distance between John and Jesus has increased, yet 
John’s summons to his disciples to follow Jesus sounds all the clearer (3:27–
30).168 

                                                            
161 Peter-Ben Smit, “Cana-to-Cana or Galilee-to-Galilee: A Note on the Structure of the 

Gospel of John,” ZNW 98 (2007): 143–49; see also Johannes Beutler, “Jesus on the Way to 
Galilee: The Movement of the Word in John 1–4,” MelT 62 (2012): 7–22. 

162 Similar Beutler, “Jesus in Judea,” 2.  
163 Some scholars have tried to be more specific about where in Judea Jesus baptized. 

According to Brown, Gospel, 1:151, “[t]he site is not given, but many think of the Jordan 
valley” (cf. Lincoln, John, 159). McHugh, John 1–4, 244, on the other hand, prefers “that 
administrative region whose northern boundary ran within ten miles of Gerizim, that is, the 
Judean territory, with all the socio-religious conditions implied.” The text does not reveal 
more, however, than Jesus baptizing “in the Judean land.” 

164 Cf. Bauckham, “Historiographical Characteristics,” 22–23. 
165 See Becker, Evangelium, 1:152 on 3:22: “Die vage Ortsangabe steht im Gegensatz zur 

Präzision in V 23 und soll notdürftig das Itinerar von 2,23; 3,1 (Ort Jerusalem) fortsetzen.” 
166 See e.g. Schnackenburg, Johannesevangelium, 1:451; Michaels, Gospel, 215; 

Schwartz, “John the Baptist,” 112–13. Contra Thyen, Johannesevangelium, 225: “[W]eil 
sich die Parallellität der V.22 und 23 wohl nicht auf die Zeit, sonder auch auf den Raum 
dieses Taufens erstrecken dürfte, wird man Ainon ebenfalls in Judäa lokalisieren müssen.” 

167 Cf. Ridderbos, Evangelie, 1:173, “Opvallend is de onpersoonlijke, distantiërende 
wijze, waarop zij Jezus aanduiden.” 

168 It is disputed whether 3:31–36 continues John’s speech, or whether these verses con-
sist of the narrator’s commentary. Since this is not of relevance for the subject under discus-
sion, I will leave the matter undecided. 
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What about the Ἰουδαίος169 in 3:25? Many have taken this as a reference to 
either Jesus or his disciples,170 some have even proposed to emend the text 
accordingly.171 However, although the text is admittedly awkward,172 in the 
light of my findings above, such a solution is not necessary. Although the con-
text does indeed imply that the discussion about purification (περὶ καθαρισμοῦ) 
centred on Jesus’s baptism over against that of John,173 the discussion is initi-
ated neither by Jesus himself nor by his disciples, but by someone coming from 
the area of Jesus’s activity.174 The reference to Ἰουδαίος thus “reminds us that 
Jesus’ current activities were geographically in ‘the Judean land’,”175 in con-
trast to John’s. At the same time, the singular Ἰουδαίος distinguishes this char-
acter from the group of the Ἰουδαῖοι. The identification of the Ἰουδαίος as 
“someone coming from Judea”176 does therefore not contradict the findings 
above with respect to Bethany across the Jordan, which I have characterized as 
a location separated from οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι and Judea. 

The discussion above shows that the significance of the reference to Aenon 
near Salim in John 3:23 is that this is not Judea. Judea is the area of Jesus’s 
activity, John baptizes elsewhere. 

                                                            
169 Manuscripts reading the singular Ἰουδαίου include ꝓ75 2א A B, manuscripts reading 

the plural Ἰουδαίων include ꝓ66 א* Θ f1.13. According to Bruce Metzger “external support is 
rather evenly divided. On the whole, however, it is more likely that the singular (which is 
unique in John) would have been changed to the more customary plural than vice versa;” 
Metzger, Textual Commentary, 175. Similar: Brown, Gospel, 1:152; Barrett, Gospel, 221; 
McHugh, John 1–4, 248; Michaels, Gospel, 215 n. 17; Thyen, Johannesevangelium, 226–
27. 

170 Brown, Gospel, 1:152; Barrett, Gospel, 221. Contra Marcus, John the Baptist, 155–
56. 

171 See for the various proposals Krans, Lietaert Peerbolte et al., eds., “Amsterdam Data-
base,” http://ntvmr.uni-muenster.de/nt-conjectures/?indexContent=John%203:25. Accord-
ing to Scobie, John the Baptist, 154, it is “very probable” that the text originally read Ἰησοῦ 
or τῶν Ἰησοῦ. According to John Pryor, the Fourth Gospel’s source read Ἰησοῦ or τῶν 
Ἰησοῦ, which was changed to Ἰουδαίου by the Evangelist; Pryor, “John the Baptist,” 15–26 
(cf. Bultmann, Evangelium, 123). 

172 Cf. Dodd, Historical Tradition, 280: “The curious thing is that it leads to nothing.” 
173 See for a different approach Thyen, Johannesevangelium, 227: “[H]ier wird … zwar 

nicht gegen, sondern vielmehr um Johannes gestritten, den die Juden als einen der Ihren 
reklamieren, während unser Evangelium ihn als ‘den ersten’ und exemplarischen ‘Christen’ 
darstellt.” 

174 Cf. Bultmann, Evangelium, 123; Schnackenburg, Johannesevangelium, 1:451; 
Michaels, Gospel, 216. 

175 Michaels, Gospel, 216. 
176 A case for the translation “Judean” is made by Mark Appold, “‘A Jew’: A Search for 

the Identity and Role of an Anonymus Judean,” in Hunt, Tolmie, and Zimmermann, Char-
acter Studies, 260–67, esp. 262–63. 
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D. John, Jesus, and Judea in the Fourth Gospel 
D. John, Jesus and Judea in the Fourth Gospel 

The discussion above suggests that in both spatial settings associated with John 
in the Fourth Gospel, the place where John baptizes is set in contrast with Judea 
and οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι. The significance of John’s narrative exclusion from Judea be-
comes apparent in relation to the Fourth Gospel’s larger use of geography, es-
pecially in relation to Judea. 

It is a commonplace that the Fourth Gospel focuses primarily on Judea and 
Jerusalem as the place of Jesus’s activity: 

Between Jn. 1:43 and 7:9, for example, the Lord passes to and fro between the south-
ern and northern districts; and at 7:10 the northern territory is left for the last time, 
and thereafter most of the events recorded happen in Jerusalem.177 

Wayne Meeks observes, however, a certain tension between Judea and Galilee 
in the Gospel.178 This becomes nowhere more clear than in 7:40–52, where 
Jesus’s opponents argue that his Galilean origin proves that he cannot be the 
Messiah, who was expected to come from Bethlehem in Judea, nor “the 
prophet.” According to Meeks, the passage reveals a “conflict between Jesus’ 
Galilean origin and eschatological traditions connected with Judea”179 (cf. 
1:44–49; 9:29–33). 

The pivotal – and most controversial – part of Meeks’s thesis is that Jesus’s 
πατρίς is Judea, not Galilee, based on 4:43–45. The passage is the conclusion 
of Jesus’s itinerary in chapters 2–4. His move from Judea, through Samaria, to 
Galilee (4:3–4,  43) is explained (γάρ) by the proverb that a prophet is not held 
in honour ἐν τῇ ἰδίᾳ πατρίδι (4:44). The Galileans, though, gladly receive him 
(4:45). Meeks observes: “The reception of Jesus by the Galileans does not fulfil 
Jesus’ saying about the prophet’s lack of honor in his fatherland. The fulfilment 
must be sought rather in the failure of ‘the Jews’ to receive him on his first visit 
to Jerusalem (2:13–3:21), and Jesus’ πατρίς is not Galilee, but Judea.”180  

The identification of Judea as Jesus’s πατρίς was already proposed by Ori-
gen (Comm. Jo. 13.53–54). It is, however, disputed. Several scholars object 
that the Fourth Gospel places Jesus’s origin so clearly in Nazareth and Galilee, 
that only Galilee qualifies as such181 and several proposals with respect to γάρ 

                                                            
177 Robert Henry Lightfoot, Locality and Doctrine in the Gospels (New York: Harper, 

1938), 143–44. 
178 Wayne A. Meeks, “Galilee and Judea in the Fourth Gospel,” JBL 85 (1966): 159–69. 
179 Meeks, “Galilee,” 159. 
180 Meeks, “Galilee,” 164–65. 
181 E.g. John W. Pryor, “John 4:44 and the Patris of Jesus,” CBQ 49 (1987): 254–63 (“for 

he is called to be a prophet to his πατρίς, though that ministry will ultimately result in rejec-
tion,” 263); Brown, Gospel, 1:187; Schnackenburg, Johannesevangelium, 1:494; George R. 
Beasley-Murray, John, WBC 36, 2nd ed. (Nashville: Nelson, 1999), 73; Thompson, John, 
112. Freed’s alternative proposal that πατρίς refers to Samaria is incompatible with the very 
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in v. 44 (and thus the logic of the passage) have been forwarded.182 However, 
considering the almost exclusive positive role of Galilee in the Fourth Gospel 
as a place where Jesus is accepted183 in combination with the logic of the pas-
sage, the interpretation of πατρίς as Judea is to be preferred in this – admittedly 
difficult – passage.184 

Furthermore, Meeks observes that “[o]nly the Johannine version of the prov-
erb [about the prophet’s lack of honor in his fatherland] contains the adjective 
ἴδιος. … the πατρίς is not Jesus’ native land, but his own land.”185 The word 
ἴδιος connects the passage with 1:11, the Word came εἰς τὰ ἴδια, but οἱ ἴδιοι 
have not received (παρέλαβον) him.186 This explains why Jesus in the Fourth 
Gospel focuses so much on Judea and Jerusalem, despite the opposition, rejec-
tion and trial he faces there: even though Judea rejects him as the Messiah, 
Judea is “his own.” 

The close relation of Jesus with Judea and οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι explains why John 
only appears at locations outside Judea. Judea is Jesus’s space, not John’s. It is 
Jesus’s πατρίς, not John’s. In Judea Jesus comes to his ἴδιοι, not to John’s. 
Jesus is the Messiah and thus belongs in Judea (7:40–42). John is not the Mes-
siah or any other well-defined eschatological figure (1:21–23) and does there-
fore not belong in Judea. His role is that of a witness. Everything he says and 
does, everywhere he goes, the focus is on Jesus; John can never take his place. 

                                                            
favourable response Jesus met there; Edwin D. Freed, “Did John Write His Gospel Partly to 
Win Samaritan Converts?,” NovT 12 (1970): 241–56. Michaels, Gospel, 273, claims that 
πατρίς has no specific referent, but can refer to any town: if Jesus would stay too long, it 
would become his πατρίς. However, this stretches the meaning of πατρίς too much in my 
view. 

182 For instance, (a) Jesus’s welcome in Galilee was unexpected (Beasley-Murray, John, 
73; Lincoln, John, 185); (b) Jesus foresaw future opposition (Thompson, John, 112); (c) the 
welcome is ironic, for in fact the Galileans long for miracles (Köstenberger, John, 168).  

183 Fortna, “Theological Use,” 85; Jouette M. Bassler, “The Galileans: A Neglected Fac-
tor in Johannine Community Research,” CBQ 43 (1981): 246. 

184 With Dodd, Historical Tradition, 239–40 (cautiously); J. Willemse, “La Patrie de 
Jésus selon Saint Jean iv. 44,” NTS 11 (1965): 349–64; Fortna, “Theological Use,” 72–73; 
Bassler, “Galileans,” 248–51; Barrett, Gospel, 246; Thyen, Johannesevangelium, 283; Beut-
ler, “Jesus on the Way,” 18–20. Cf. Becker, Evangelium, 1:185 (although in the end he takes 
v. 44 as a gloss). 

185 Meeks, “Galilee,” 165. 
186 Meeks, “Galilee,” 165. The observation was made earlier by Lightfoot, Locality and 

Doctrine, 146. See also Hartwig Thyen, “‘Das Heil kommt von den Juden,’” in Kirche: Fest-
schrift für Günther Bornkamm zum 75. Geburtstag, ed. Dieter Lührmann and Georg Strecker 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1980), 173–74, 177–79. 
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E. Conclusion 
E. Conclusion 

In the Fourth Gospel, two geographical settings are mentioned in connection 
with John the Baptist. Both are referred to as places where John baptized: Beth-
any across the Jordan and Aenon near Salim. Concerning both locations, there 
has been a lot of discussion about the identification of the places in question. 
In the narrative context of the Fourth Gospel, however, it is not the specific 
location that is most important, but the fact that these locations are outside 
Judea. Throughout the Fourth Gospel, John thus remains outside Judea, in con-
trast to Jesus. Although Judea is hostile to Jesus, Judea is the place where Jesus 
belongs, it is his πατρίς, the place of “his own” who have nevertheless rejected 
him (1:11). John does not belong there. As a truthful witness on behalf of Jesus, 
not only his words and his actions, but also his whereabouts point away from 
himself to Jesus, God’s Messiah, who, long after John has left the stage, will 
be glorified in Jerusalem, and fulfil his role the Lamb of God of whom John, 
standing on Judea’s threshold, testifies. 

 



 

Chapter 8 

John’s Geographical Setting in Josephus 

Josephus’s Antiquities contains a brief passage about John the Baptist (Ant. 
18.116–119). In my own translation, the passage reads:1 

116But to some of the Jews it seemed that Herod’s army was destroyed by God, indeed 
very justly taking vengeance,2 as retribution for John, surnamed the Baptist. 117For in 
fact Herod put him to death, (although he was) a good man and was urging the Jews, 
practicing virtue and employing righteousness in their affairs toward one another and 
piety toward God, to join together in baptism. For in this manner, in fact, the baptism 
appeared acceptable to him, not employing (it) for the dismissal of any sins, but for 
purification of the body, inasmuch as, in fact, the soul has been cleansed beforehand 
by righteousness. 118And when the people3 gathered together, for they were aroused4 

                                                            
1 Unless indicated otherwise, my translation follows the text in Niese’s editio maior, 

which is the only critical edition available for the Antiquities; Benedictus Niese, Flavii Iose-
phi opera: edidit et apparatu critico instruxit Benedictus Niese, 7 vols. (Berlin: Weidmann, 
1885–1895, repr. 1955). I have also consulted Niese’s editio minor and the editions by Naber 
and Feldman (LCL); see Benedictus Niese, Flavii Iosephi opera: recognovit Benedictus 
Niese, 6 vols. (Berlin: Weidmann, 1888–1895); Samuel Adrianus Naber, Flavii Iosephi 
opera omnia. Post Immanuelem Bekkerum recognovit Samuel Adrianus Naber, Bibliotheca 
Scriptorum Graecorum et Romanorum Teubneriana, 6 vols. (Leipzig: Teubner, 1888–1896); 
Louis H. Feldman, Jewish Antiquities, Books XVIII–XX, General Index to Volumes I–IX, vol. 
9 of Josephus, trans. Henry St. John Thackeray et at., LCL (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1965). Eusebius quotes §116–119a (τισὶ δὲ τῶν Ἰουδαίων … ταύτῃ κτίννυται) 
in his Hist. eccl. 1.11.4b–6 and §116–117a (τισὶν δὲ τῶν Ἰουδαίων … ἀποδεκτὴν αὐτῷ 
φανεῖσθαι) in his Dem. ev. 9.5.15. See for introductions on the text of Josephus, Tomasso 
Leoni, “The Text of Josephus’s Works: An Overview,” JSJ 40 (2009): 149–84; Heinz 
Schreckenberg, Die Flavius-Josephus-Tradition in Antike und Mittelalter, ALGHJ 5 (Lei-
den: Brill, 1972), 1–9, 172–81. See for brief discussion of textual witnesses for this passage 
in particular Marco Rotman, “The ‘Others’ Coming to John the Baptist and the Text of Jo-
sephus,” JSJ 49 (2018): 69–71. 

2 Scholarly consensus holds that τιννυμένου, supported by all witnesses, should be pre-
ferred over Niese’s τινυμένου. 

3 In Rotman, “Others,” 68–83, I have argued that there are good reasons to accept Niese’s 
conjecture ἀνθρώπων instead of ἄλλων, the reading of the extant manuscripts and Eusebius. 

4 Against Niese’s ἥσθησαν “they enjoyed,” ἤρθησαν “they were aroused” (adopted by 
Naber and Feldman) is to be preferred. External evidence clearly supports ἤρθησαν. More-
over, ἥσθησαν has plausibly been explained as originating from the hand of a Christian 
scribe; see Robert Eisler, The Messiah Jesus and John the Baptist according to Flavius Jo-
sephus’ Recently Rediscovered ‘Capture of Jerusalem’ and Other Jewish and Christian 
Sources, trans. Alexander Haggerty Krappe (New York: Dial, 1931), 246. 
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to the greatest extent by listening to his words, Herod, alarmed that his abundant per-
suasiveness to the people might lead to some sedition,5 for they seemed likely to do 
everything according to his counsel, regarded it much better to kill him pre-emptively 
before something revolutionary would come about from him, so that he would not6 
have regrets after encountering troubles when an uprising would occur. 119And so he 
[i.e. John], because of Herod’s suspicion, having been sent in chains to Machaerus, 
the fort mentioned above, was there put to death. Now some of the Jews were of the 
opinion7 that because of retribution for him [i.e. John] destruction came upon the 
army, since God wanted to harm Herod. 

Below, I will first discuss the authenticity of the passage and its use of sources. 
Next, I will focus on Josephus’s portrayal of John the Baptist and on the only 
spatial setting given in Josephus’s story about the Baptist, the fortress Machae-
rus. The final section of this chapter will be devoted to the prophetic figures in 
the work of Josephus, often referred to as “sign prophets,” who take their fol-
lowers to the wilderness and/or the Jordan. The actions of these figures have 
been interpreted as a paradigm for understanding John’s baptism. I will there-
fore consider whether Josephus’s account of John the Baptist on the one hand 
and his accounts of the so-called “sign prophets” on the other warrants such an 
approach. 

A. Authenticity and Sources 
A. Authenticity and Sources 

Before delving into the passage itself and discussing its portrayal of the Baptist 
and of the spatial setting of Machaerus, I will discuss Josephus’s involvement 
as an author with the passage under investigation. This is of relevance because 
a discussion in the wider context of Josephus’s work is only helpful if the pas-
sage is an authentic part of Josephus’s work and if Josephus did more than 
simply copying an older source. 

                                                            
5 Codex A and Eusebius read ἀποστάσει, adopted by Niese, whereas codices M, W and 

the Epitome support στάσει, adopted by Naber and Feldman. See for discussion below. 
6 Niese was unsure whether or not to include μή, which is present in all manuscripts of 

Josephus, but absent in the quotation by Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 1.11.6). However, Hartmann 
observed that the absence in Eusebius can be explained from the replacement of τοῦ by ἤ in 
the preceding phrase; therefore in Josephus’s text μή should be adopted with all textual wit-
nesses, whereas Eusebius’s text without μή retains the same sense. See Michael Hartmann, 
Der Tod Johannes’ des Täufers: Eine exegetische und rezeptionsgeschichtliche Studie auf 
dem Hintergrund narrativer, intertextueller und kulturanthropologischer Zugänge, SBB 45 
(Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 2001), 259. 

7 The text is corrupt, but the sense of the text is clear. The reading supported by all man-
uscripts is τοῖς δὲ Ἰουδαίοις δόξαν (adopted in Niese’s editio maior), but this is grammati-
cally incorrect. Feldman follows the epitome, which reads δόξα. Others have proposed emen-
dations, δόξα ἦν (Niese’s editio minor), ἔδοξεν (Naber), and δόξαν παρέσχεν, based on the 
Latin opinionem praebere; J.H. Holwerda, “Observationes criticae in Flavii Iosephi Antiqui-
tatum Iudaicarum librum XVIII,” Mnemosyne 2 (1853): 127. 
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Scholars have almost unanimously judged Josephus’s passage on John the 
Baptist to be authentic.8 This verdict is based on the following considerations: 
(1) Origen already knew that Josephus wrote something about the Baptist;9 (2) 
the passage is extant in all relevant manuscripts;10 (3) its vocabulary and style 
are consistent with Josephus’s usage elsewhere; and (4) discrepancies with the 
portrayal of John the Baptist in the Gospels make it unlikely that the text was 
added by Christian copyists. Two scholars have recently challenged this con-
sensus. According to Clare Rothschild, none of the arguments listed above in 
itself proves the passage’s authenticity. The matter should therefore be left un-
decided.11 Rothschild is correct, of course, that it is almost never possible to 
prove the authenticity of a single passage in Josephus (or, we may add, that of 
any other ancient text). However, as long as there are no indications to the 
contrary, the best way to proceed is to accept the passage as authentic. Accord-
ing to Rivka Nir, however, there is such an indication.12 Nir argues that only in 
sectarian groups, but never in mainstream Judaism, external physical purifica-
tion was connected to inner spiritual purification. Since this is how in the pas-
sage in question John’s baptism is characterized, Josephus as “a faithful Jew”13 
could not have written these words. According to Nir, the polemical μὴ ἐπί 

                                                            
8 See, for instance, Martin Dibelius, Die urchristliche Überlieferung von Johannes dem 

Täufer, FRLANT 15 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1911), 124; Charles H.H. Sco-
bie, John the Baptist (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1964), 17–22; John P. Meier, “John the Baptist 
in Josephus: Philology and Exegesis,” JBL 111 (1992): 225–27; Louis H. Feldman, Josephus 
and Modern Scholarship (1937–1980) (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1984), 675; Robert L. Webb, 
John the Baptizer and Prophet: A Socio-Historical Study, JSNTSup 62 (Sheffield: JSOT, 
1991), 39–41; Joel Marcus, John the Baptist in History and Theology, SPNT (Columbia: 
University of South Carolina Press, 2018), 125–27. Contra H. Graetz, Geschichte der Juden 
von den ältesten Zeiten bis auf die Gegenwart (4th ed.; Leipzig: Leiner, 1888) 3:277–78 n. 
3, on the basis of chronological discrepancy with the Gospels (see below), the tension be-
tween Ant. 18.112 and 18.118 concerning whether Aretas or Antipas controlled Machaerus 
(see below), and the use of the nickname “Baptist.” 

9 Contra Celsum 1.47: “For Josephus in the eighteenth book of the Jewish antiquities 
bears witness that John was a baptist and promised purification to people who were baptized. 
The same author, although he did not believe in Jesus as Christ, sought for the cause of the 
fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the temple.” trans. Henry Chadwick, Contra Celsum 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 43. 

10 See Rotman, “Others,” 78–80, for a list of manuscripts in which the Baptist passage 
has survived. 

11 Clare K. Rothschild, “‘Echo of a Whisper’: The Uncertain Authenticity of Josephus’ 
Witness to John the Baptist,” in Ablution, Initiation, and Baptism: Late Antiquity, Early Ju-
daism, and Early Christianity. Waschungen, Initiation und Taufe: Spätantike, Frühes Juden-
tum und Frühes Christentum, ed. David Hellholm et al., BZNW 176 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
2011), 1:255–90. 

12 Rivka Nir, “Josephus’ Account of John the Baptist: A Christian Interpolation?,” JSHJ 
10 (2012): 32–62. 

13 Nir, “Josephus’ Account,” 62. 
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τινων ἁμαρτάδων παραιτήσει χρωμένων may reflect “an intra-Christian dis-
pute,”14 showing that the passage was interpolated by an early Christian or 
Jewish-Christian sect. However, Nir’s view of what counts as “mainstream Ju-
daism” appears to be limited mainly to Josephus’s description of Essene im-
mersions, Philo, and tannaic traditions.15 From today’s point of view this re-
flects a too narrow view of first century Judaism,16 which, in fact, contained 
many varieties with different views on lots of subjects.17 Once a less narrow 
definition of early Judaism is adopted, there is no longer any reason why “a 
faithful Jew” could not have written the characterization of John’s baptism as 
found in the text of Josephus, as has been demonstrated by Joan Taylor.18 Fur-
thermore, Nir does not account for the differences between the portrayal of the 
Baptist in Josephus and in early Christian tradition.19 In sum, Nir’s thesis is not 
convincing. In this chapter, I accept the consensus view according to which 
Josephus’s passage on John the Baptist is an authentic part of his work. 

The events concerning John the Baptist predate Josephus’s life time – he 
was born in 37 CE (cf. Ant. 20.268). Josephus is therefore dependent on others 
for his information about the Baptist, but as so often in this part of the Antiq-
uities,20 the source or sources in question cannot be identified.21 Be that as it 
may, Daniel Schwartz has shown, convincingly in my view, that there are so 

                                                            
14 Nir, “Josephus’ Account,” 61. 
15 See esp. Nir, “Josephus’ Account,” 46–52. 
16 Similarly Marcus, John the Baptist, 126: “This is an old-fashioned approach.” 
17 See, e.g., Ed Parish Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief 63 BCE – 66 CE (London: 

SCM; Philadelphia: Trinity, 1992); Seth Schwartz, Imperialism and Jewish Society 200 
B.C.E. to 640 C.E. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001), esp. 9–12 and 49–99; John 
J. Collins, “Early Judaism in Modern Scholarship,” in The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early 
Judaism, ed. John J. Collins and Daniel C. Harlow (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 3–7. 

18 Joan E. Taylor, John the Baptist within Second Temple Judaism: A Historical Study 
(London: SPCK, 1997), 88–100. See also Marcus, John the Baptist, 74–80. 

19 See, for instance, Dibelius, Die urchristliche Überlieferung, 124: “Der Gedanke, daß 
die Josephus-Stelle eine christliche Interpolation sei, ist abzuweisen, denn gerade das christ-
liche Interesse an der Gestalt des Täufers wird durch Josephus nicht befriedigt.” 

20 Per Bilde, Flavius Josephus between Jerusalem and Rome: His Life, his Works, and 
their Importance, JSPSup 2 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1988), 88–89. Cf. Daniel R. 
Schwartz, “Composition and Sources in Antiquities 18: The Case of Pontius Pilate,” in Mak-
ing History: Josephus and Historical Method, ed. Zuleika Rodgers, JSJSup 110 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2007), 125–46, and with reference to the Antiquities in general Daniel R. Schwartz, 
“Many Sources but a Single Author: Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities,” in A Companion to 
Josephus, ed. Honora Howell Chapman and Zuleika Rodgers, BCAW (Chichester: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2016), 36–58. 

21 According to Roland Schütz, the Gospel of Mark was one of Josephus’s sources, but 
the evidence he submits is too weak to sustain this claim; see Roland Schütz, Johannes der 
Täufer, ATANT 50 (Zurich: Zwingli-Verlag, 1967), 17. 
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many similarities to other themes and passages in Josephus’s work, that Jose-
phus’s own activity as an author is apparent in this passage.22 According to 
Schwartz, “whatever informants or even sources Josephus may have had on 
this subject, it seems warranted to view this passage as evidence for what Jo-
sephus himself thought about John.”23 

B. John in Josephus 
B. John in Josephus 

Since the emergence of modern study of John the Baptist, the passage about 
the Baptist in Josephus has been studied intensively. More often than not this 
was done in comparison to the (Synoptic) Gospels and in isolation of Jose-
phus’s wider context, with the aim of finding historical data pertaining to the 
historical Baptist. This is not surprising, given the emphasis on the historical 
Baptist in John the Baptist studies on the one hand (see chapter 1 above), and 
the way the works of Josephus have until relatively recently been read on the 
other, namely as a compilation of historical facts, just to be retrieved by strip-
ping away Josephus’s own bias.24 

Studies reflecting this approach to Josephus’s passage on John the Baptist 
are basically centred around four themes, each of which shows a certain tension 
with John’s portrayal in the Synoptics. First, the absence of any eschatological 
notion in the message of John the Baptist in Josephus is explained from Jose-
phus’s bias.25 Instead of being faithful to John’s eschatological message, Jose-
phus has turned John into a preacher of morality in Hellenistic garb.26 Second, 
Josephus’s claim that John’s baptism “was not for the forgiveness of sins” ap-
pears to contradict Mark’s reference to John’s baptism (Mark 1:4). According 
to most scholars, the wording suggests that Josephus knew the tradition in 
which John’s baptism was perceived of as mediating forgiveness of sins, but 

                                                            
22 Daniel R. Schwartz, Reading the First Century: On Reading Josephus and Studying 

Jewish History of the First Century, WUNT 300 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 106–9. 
23 Schwartz, Reading the First Century, 108. 
24 Honora Howell Chapman and Zuleika Rodgers, “Introduction,” in Chapman and Rodg-

ers, Companion, 1. 
25 Dibelius, Die urchristliche Überlieferung, 124–25; Carl H. Kraeling, John the Baptist 

(New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1951), 51–52; Taylor, John the Baptist, 94–95; Marcus, John 
the Baptist, 5. 

26 Meier, “John the Baptist in Josephus,” 234 (“Accordingly, in Josephus John is reduced 
to a popular moral philosopher in the Greco-Roman mode, with a slight hint of a neo-Py-
thagorean performing ritual lustrations”); Josef Ernst, Johannes der Täufer: Interpretation 
– Geschichte – Wirkungsgeschichte, BZNW 53 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1989), 254. However, 
Ernst also observes that there is some similarity between Josephus and the tradition in Luke 
3:10–14 (Johannes der Täufer, 257). 
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turned it into a regular Jewish immersion.27 According to Joan Taylor, how-
ever, Mark’s and Josephus’s interpretation of John’s baptism are not too far 
apart and the difference is only a matter of emphasis.28 Third, there is a tension 
between the claim of the Synoptics that John was executed because of his re-
buke of Antipas’s marital affairs and Josephus’s claim that John was executed 
to avoid political risk. Most scholars argue that although Josephus’s account is 
more factual than that of the Synoptics, the various motives are complementary 
rather than contradictory, because the context in Josephus implies a relation 
with Antipas’s marital affairs and because a rebuke of the tetrarch’s marital 
affairs naturally has a political side to it.29 Feldman summarizes: “[T]he Chris-
tians chose to emphasize the moral charges that he [John] brought against the 
ruler, whereas Josephus stresses the political fears that he aroused in Herod.”30 
Fourth, there is an issue concerning chronology. The battle between Herod and 
Aretas took place in 36 CE,31 and since this war is related to Herod’s marital 
affairs and was interpreted by the people as divine revenge for Herod’s execu-
tion of the Baptist, it is unlikely that too much time has passed between those 
events. Yet, the synoptics claim that John was killed some time before Jesus’s 
crucifixion (30 CE?).32 Only very few scholars, though, hold that the Baptist 

                                                            
27 Dibelius, Die urchristliche Überlieferung, 125–26; Scobie, John the Baptist, 110–11; 

Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 254; Hartwig Thyen, “ΒΑΠΤΙΣΜΑ ΜΕΤΑΝΟΙΑΣ ΕΙΣ 
ΑΦΕΣΙΝ ΑΜΑΡΤΙΩΝ,” in Zeit und Geschichte: Dankesgabe an R. Bultmann zum 80. Ge-
burtstag, ed. E. Dinkler (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1964), 98 n. 4 (Josephus indirectly con-
firms Mark’s “for forgiveness of sins”). Webb, John the Baptizer, 167, argues that Jose-
phus’s description differs from Jewish immersions and that “[t]he separation between body 
and soul which Josephus makes suggests that in this instance he is adapting his explanation 
to a Hellenistic, Gentile audience.” 

28 Taylor, John the Baptist, 97–100. 
29 Dibelius, Die urchristliche Überlieferung, 126–27; Kraeling, John the Baptist, 90–92; 

Scobie, John the Baptist, 182–84; Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 341–42; Webb, John the Bap-
tizer, 366–76; Joachim Gnilka, “Das Martyrium Johannes’ des Täufers (Mk 6,17–29),” in 
Orientierung an Jesus: zur Theologie der Synoptiker. Für Josef Schmid, ed. Paul Hoffmann, 
Norbert Brox, and Wilhelm Pesch (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1973), 90–91; Harold W. 
Hoehner, Herod Antipas, SNTSMS 17 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 
136–46; Marcus, John the Baptist, 99–110. Contra Ross S. Kraemer, “Implicating Herodias 
and Her Daughter in the Death of John the Baptizer: A (Christian) Theological Strategy?,” 
JBL 125 (2006): 326–27. 

30 Feldman, Josephus and Modern Scholarship, 675. 
31 This date is based on Josephus’s claim that after Herod’s defeat, Tiberius ordered Vi-

tellius to wage war against Aretas (Ant. 18.115), but preparations for this military action 
were still in progress when the news of Tiberius’s death (16 March 37 CE) reached Vitellius 
(Ant. 18.120–125). 

32 John P. Meier, A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus, ABRL (New York: 
Doubleday, 1991–2016), 1:401–2; Gerd Theißen and Annette Merz, Der historische Jesus: 
Ein Lehrbuch. 3rd ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2001), 154. See, however, 
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was executed somewhere around 35/36 CE and thus survived Jesus.33 Most 
scholars harmonize both accounts, either by holding that the people linked An-
tipas’s defeat in 36 CE to his execution of the Baptist several years earlier,34 or 
by arguing (against scholarly consensus) for an early date of Aretas’s battle 
against Antipas.35 

From the 1970s onwards, the way the works of Josephus were read gradually 
changed. For the first time in scholarly study of Josephus, the works of the 
Jewish historian were read as literary works in their own right.36 With respect 
to Josephus’s passage on John the Baptist, this resulted in several new perspec-
tives, stemming from a reading of the passage in connection with larger themes 
in Josephus’s work. 

First, scholars agree that the passage was not written out of interest in the 
person of the Baptist himself, but in order to contribute to the predominantly 

                                                            
Helen Bond, “Dating the Death of Jesus: Memory and the Religious Imagination,” NTS 59 
(2013): 461–75, arguing that the precise date of Jesus’s death can no longer be discovered. 

33 Wolfgang Schenk, “Gefangenschaft und Tod des Täufers: Erwägungen zur Chronolo-
gie und ihren Konsequenzen,” NTS 29 (1983): 453–83; Johannes Tromp, “John the Baptist 
according to Flavius Josephus, and his Incorporation in the Christian Tradition,” in Empsy-
choi Logoi – Religious Innovations in Antiquity: Studies in Honour of Pieter Willem van der 
Horst, ed. Alberdina Houtman, Albert de Jong, and Magda Misset-van de Weg, AGJU 73 
(Leiden: Brill, 2008), 135–49. 

34 So e.g. Hoehner, Herod Antipas, 124–31; Bo Reicke, “The Historical Setting of John’s 
Baptism,” in Jesus, the Gospels, and the Church: Essays in Honor of William R. Farmer, ed. 
Ed Parish Sanders (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1987), 209–24; Gerd Theißen, 
Lokalkolorit und Zeitgeschichte in den Evangelien: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der synopti-
schen Tradition, NTOA 8 (Freiburg: Universitätsverlag; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Rup-
recht, 1989), 90–91; Webb, John the Baptist, 34; Ulrich B. Müller, Johannes der Täufer: 
Jüdischer Prophet und Wegbereiter Jesu, BG 6 (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 
2002), 79–82; Knut Backhaus, “Echoes from the Wilderness: The Historical John the Bap-
tist,” in Handbook for the Study of the Historical Jesus, ed. Tom Holmén and Stanley E. 
Porter, 4 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 2:1780–81; Marcus, John the Baptist, 121–24. Cau-
tiously: Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 345–46. According to Kraemer, “Implicating,” 336–40, 
the chronologies of the Gospels and Josephus cannot be reconciled. 

35 A 29 CE date for the war is claimed by C. Saulnier, “Herode Antipas et Jean le Bap-
tiste,” RB 91 (1984): 362–76. A 31 CE date is argued for by Bieke Mahieu, Between Rome 
and Jerusalem: Herod the Great and His Sons in Their Struggle for Recognition: A Chron-
ological Investigation of the Period 40 BC – 39 AD with a Time Setting of New Testament 
Events, OLA 208 (Leuven: Peeters, 2012), 414–21. 

36 See e.g. Harold W. Attridge, The Interpretation of Biblical History in the Antiquitates 
Judaicae of Flavius Josephus, HDR 7 (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1976) with respect to 
Ant. 1–11; Bilde, Flavius Josephus; Steve Mason, Flavius Josephus on the Pharisees: A 
Composition-Critical Study, StPB 39 (Leiden: Brill, 1991). See also Steve Mason, Josephus, 
Judea, and Christian Origins: Methods and Categories (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2009). 
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negative portrayal of Herod Antipas.37 Josephus’s negative view of Herod An-
tipas is emphasized by his reference to John as “a good man” (ἀγαθὸν ἄνδρα).38 
Because Josephus is not so much interested in the figure of John the Baptist, 
but in the figure of Herod Antipas, it is fitting that Michael Hartmann in his 
narrative analyses of this passage focuses primarily on the character of Herod 
Antipas in the Antiquities and the contrast Josephus creates with the tetrarch’s 
brother Philip.39 

Second, the passage functions as an illustration of Josephus’s larger theme 
of divine retribution.40 The importance of this theme is apparent from the pro-
logue of the Antiquities: 

But, speaking generally, the main lesson to be learnt from this history by any who 
care to peruse it is that men who conform to the will of God, and do not venture to 
transgress laws that have been excellently laid down, prosper in all things beyond 
belief, and for their reward are offered by God felicity; whereas, in proportion as they 
depart from the strict observance of these laws, things (else) practicable become im-
practicable, and whatever imaginary good thing they strive to do ends in irretrievable 
disasters. (Ant. 1.14; LCL) 

The importance of the theme of divine retribution is underlined by the fact that 
Josephus refers to it two more times in the course of the prologue, asserting 

                                                            
37 See e.g. Étienne Nodet, “Jésus et Jean-Baptiste selon Josèphe,” RB 92 (1985): 517–23; 

Morten Hørning Jensen, “Josephus and Antipas: A Case Study of Josephus’ Narratives on 
Herod Antipas,” in Making History: Josephus and Historical Method, ed. Zuleika Rodgers, 
JSJSup 110 (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 305–8. See also Hartmann, Tod, 309: “Der Hinweis auf 
seine [= Herod’s] ὑποψία 119a kann als negatives Pendant zu Johannes’ ἀγαθός-sein ver-
standen werden.” 

38 Hartmann, Tod, 309. Nodet observes that Josephus’s portrayal of Antipas in the Antiq-
uities is considerably more negative than in the War (Nodet, “Jésus et Jean-Baptiste,” 517–
18). Similar conclusions have been drawn with reference to the Herodian family in general, 
e.g. Steve Mason, Josephus and the New Testament, 2nd ed. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
2003), 152–59, and with reference to Herod the Great in particular, e.g. Tamar Landau, Out-
Heroding Herod: Josephus, Rhetoric, and the Herod Narratives, AGJU 63 (Leiden: Brill, 
2006); Jan Willem van Henten, “Constructing Herod as a Tyrant: Assessing Josephus’ Par-
allel Passages,” in Flavius Josephus: Interpretation and History, ed. Jack Pastor, Pnina 
Stern, and Menahem Mor, JSJSup 146 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 193–216. The difference may 
not only be caused by the different aims of War and the Antiquities, Josephus’s changed 
relationship to Agrippa II has also been suggested as a factor contributing to the more nega-
tive picture in the Antiquities; see William den Hollander, Josephus, the Emperors, and the 
City of Rome: From Hostage to Historian, AGJU 86 (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 263–79; see also 
Daniel R. Schwartz, “Herodians and Ioudaioi in Flavian Rome,” in Flavius Josephus and 
Flavian Rome, ed. Jonathan Edmondson, Steve Mason, and James Rives (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 63–78. 

39 Hartmann, Tod, 308–15. 
40 E.g. Mason, Josephus and the New Testament, 214; Schwartz, Reading the First Cen-

tury, 107. 
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that God rewards those who live according to the law of Moses, which for Jo-
sephus is synonymous with a life of virtue (ἀρετή), but punishes those who fail 
to do so (Ant. 1.20, 23). Thus, in Josephus’s Antiquities, according to Harold 
Attridge, “[h]istory is a series of examples substantiating the belief that God 
exercises providential concern that justice be done.”41 Throughout his work, in 
his biblical42 as well as in his postbiblical history,43 Josephus gives numerous 
examples of divine retribution, often accompanied by editorial remarks high-
lighting this principle. The execution of John the Baptist serves as one of these 
examples. 

Third, Steve Mason showed that John’s call for εὐσέβεια and δικαιοσύνη 
reflects “Josephus’s usual way of describing Jewish ethical responsibility.”44 
In his earlier work on the Pharisees in Josephus, Mason argues that “εὐσέβεια 
is a one-word summary of the whole Jewish system of religion, instigated by 
God, articulated by Moses, administered by the priests, and shared by the whole 
nation.”45 When juxtaposed with δικαιοσύνη, εὐσέβεια signifies “the relation-
ship toward God and δικαιοσύνη, the ‘horizontal’ relationship to men.”46 That 
Josephus portrays the Baptist in such a way sustains his judgement that divine 
retribution was fully justified (καὶ μάλα δικαίως τινυμένου) on the one hand, 
and contributes to Herod’s portrayal as contradicting Jewish law on the other. 
“Ähnlich wie in der Episode um die Errichtung der Stadt Tiberias durch Hero-
des in AJ 18,36–38(!) wird sein Agieren aus einer jüdischen Perspektive ge-
deutet und von daher als verfehlt betrachtet.”47 

Fourth, Daniel Schwartz observes several parallels between this passage and 
other passages from the Antiquities. According to Schwartz, there is a thematic 
parallel with the murder of Onias (Ant. 14.24–25), which led to trouble in Je-
rusalem. Moreover, Josephus’s indirect reference to what apparently is his own 
point of view (“some of the Jews”) is similar to Josephus’s usage elsewhere 
(Ant. 15.425).48 

                                                            
41 Attridge, Interpretation, 67. According to Bilde, Flavius Josephus, 185, this does not 

only apply to the Antiquities, but also to Josephus’s other works. 
42 Attridge, Interpretation, 84–86. 
43 Bilde, Flavius Josephus, 184–85. 
44 Mason, Josephus and the New Testament, 215. Followed by Schwartz, Reading the 

First Century, 108, and Hartmann, Tod, 305, 320–29. The earlier thesis of Hermann Lichten-
berger that εὐσέβεια and δικαιοσύνη relates John specifically to the Essenes does not hold 
in the light of the more complete evidence brought forward by Mason; see Hermann Lichten-
berger, “The Dead Sea Scrolls and John the Baptist: Reflections on Josephus’ Account of 
John the Baptist,” in The Dead Sea Scrolls: Forty Years of Research, ed. Devorah Dimant 
and Uriel Rappaport, STDJ 10 (Leiden: Brill; Jerusalem: Magness; Jerusalem: Yad Izhak 
Ben-Zvi, 1992): 340–46.  

45 Steve Mason, Flavius Josephus on the Pharisees, 86. 
46 Mason, Flavius Josephus on the Pharisees, 87. 
47 Hartmann, Tod, 343. 
48 Schwartz, Reading the First Century, 107–8. 
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In focusing on the narrative role of the geographical setting in Josephus’s 
passage on John the Baptist the above-mentioned findings of modern research 
on the characters of John the Baptist and Herod Antipas in the Jewish Antiqui-
ties must be kept in mind. 

C. John’s Execution at Machaerus 
C. John’s Execution at Machaerus 

In Josephus’s story about John the Baptist, a geographical setting is only pro-
vided for John’s imprisonment and execution, which according to Josephus 
happened at the Herodian fortress Machaerus (Μαχαιροῦς). In what follows, I 
will first discuss the historical-geographical situation in order to reconstruct 
what may have been part of the encyclopaedia of Josephus’s model reader.49 
Next, I will discuss the significance of Machaerus as the geographical setting 
of John’s execution in the context of Josephus’s narrative, something that to 
my best knowledge has not been done before.50 

The Herodian Fortress Machaerus 

Machaerus was one of the Hasmonean desert fortresses inherited by the 
Herods.51 It was strategically located on a naturally defensible hilltop, at the 
southern border of Perea, only about 6.5 km east of the Dead Sea, but towering 
high above it. The fortress was destroyed by Gabinius in 57 BCE, but rebuilt 
by Herod the Great. Herod did not only improve Machaerus’s fortifications by 
building walls and towers, but also added luxurious facilities, for instance a 
large Roman style bathhouse and a Roman garden. Herod also added the lower 
city on the mountain’s summit.52 According to Pliny the Elder, Machaerus was 
the most fortified place in Judea after Jerusalem (Nat. 5.15.16). The fortress 

                                                            
49 See chapter 1 for Umberto Eco’s concepts of encyclopaedia and the model reader. 
50 In his narrative analysis of the passage, Michael Hartmann discusses the passage’s 

genre (Hartmann, Tod, 298–303), narrator (304–6), events and narrative framework (306–
8), characters (308–15), and cultural setting (315–18). He does, however, not discuss the 
spatial setting of John’s execution. To my best knowledge, this has not been done in other 
studies either. The focus of Étienne Nodet’s recent work on John the Baptist and Machaerus 
is on historical matters only; see Étienne Nodet, “Machéronte et Jean-Baptiste,” RB 121 
(2014): 267–82.  

51 See on Machaerus Ehud Netzer, The Architecture of Herod, the Great Builder (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 213–17; Győző Vörös, “Machaerus: The Herodian Forti-
fied Palace Overlooking the Dead Sea in Transjordan,” LASBF 60 (2010): 349–62; Győző 
Vörös, Machaerus: History, Archaeology and Architecture of the Fortified Herodian Royal 
Palace and City Overlooking the Dead Sea in Transjordan. Final Report of the Excavations 
and Surveys, 2 vols. (Milan: Edizioni Terra Santa, 2013–2015). 

52 According to Vörös, Machaerus, 1:343–44, the lower city was actually the place where 
John was kept in prison. 
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was of strategic importance, not only because of its location at the border of 
Perea and the Nabateans, but also because a clear line of sight existed between 
Machaerus and the other desert fortresses (Masada, Herodion, Hyrcania, Cy-
pros, Doq, and Alexandrium) and the cities of Jericho and Jerusalem, so that in 
case of dangers signals could be exchanged.53  

Herod’s fortified palaces were built for more than strategic reasons only. 
They were also meant to impress.54 Presumably, this was also the case at 
Machaerus. Machaerus was located on one of the highest mountain tops in the 
area and the sun’s reflection on the buildings assured that the fortress could be 
seen from afar.55 Travellers on the road from Jerusalem to Jericho as well as 
those following the trade routes through the southern Jordan valley and the 
Dead Sea region, could not but see the fortress proudly rising up above the 
Jordan plain as a symbol of Herodian power. 

It is of course possible that some in Josephus’s audience had first-hand 
knowledge of the situation in Palestine and had seen Machaerus towering 
above the Jordan Valley themselves, either because they were Judeans like Jo-
sephus himself (Ant. 4.197; see also Ag. Ap. 1.51 with respect to Josephus’s 
War), or because they had been there for other reasons (e.g. during the war). 
However, Josephus’s model reader did not have such first hand knowledge. In 
all likelihood Josephus’s implied audience consisted of Greek-speaking non-
Jewish persons belonging to Rome’s literary circles and was interested in Jew-
ish history, laws, and culture.56 So what did the model reader know about 
Machaerus? First of all, that Machaerus was one of the major fortified strong-
holds in Judea seems to have been common knowledge in Roman literary cir-
cles, as is implied by references in Strabo (Geogr. 16.2.40) and Pliny the Elder 
(Nat. 5.15.16). Moreover, the references in the Antiquities to the Jewish War 

                                                            
53 Vörös, Machaerus, 1:153–63; see also Netzer, Architecture, 202 n. 3. 
54 Samuel Rocca, Herod’s Judaea: A Mediterranean State in the Classical World, TSAJ 

122 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 108; Achim Lichtenberger, “Herod and Rome: Was 
Romanisation a Goal of the Building Policy of Herod?,” in Herod and Augustus: Papers 
Presented at the IJS Conference, 21st–23rd June 2005, ed. David M. Jacobson and Nikos 
Kokkinos, IJSStJud 6 (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 57–58; Eyal Regev, “Inside Herod’s Courts: 
Social Relations and Royal Ideology in the Herodian Palaces,” JSJ 43 (2012): 184. Less 
explicit: Netzer, Architecture, 305 (“the desire for fame and immortality”). 

55 Several pictures in the work of Vörös (e.g. Vörös, Machaerus, 1:381; 2:522–24) show 
that even today, when only the ruins of the fortress remain, “[i]n the morning sunshine 
Machaerus is shining as a real gem” (Vörös, Machaerus, 2:524). See Vörös, Machaerus, 
1:337 for a “theoretical architectural reconstruction of Machaerus city in the first rays of the 
rising Sun [sic]” (the picture is reproduced with more context in Vörös, Machaerus, 2:10). 

56 Steve Mason, “‘Should Any Wish to Enquire Further’ (Ant. 1.25): The Aim and Audi-
ence of Josephus’s Judean Antiquities/Life,” in Understanding Josephus: Seven Perspec-
tives, ed. Steve Mason, JSPSup 32 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1998), 64–103; Peter 
Höffken, “Überlegungen zum Leserkreis der ‘Antiquitates’ des Josephus,” JSJ 38 (2007): 
328–41. 
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imply that the model reader was acquainted with Josephus’s earlier work,57 in 
which he refers to Machaerus quite often.58 The audience may especially re-
member Josephus’s elaborate (and in some respects hyperbolical) description 
of Machaerus’s almost unparalleled strength (War 7.163–177) and the vivid 
description of its capture by the Roman commander Lucilius Bassus (War 
7.190–209). We may thus assume that the model reader will have recognized 
Machaerus as one of the stronger fortifications in Judea, and thus, in a context 
where Machaerus is apparently under Herodian rule (Ant. 18.116–119), as an 
important symbol of Herodean power. 

Significance of John’s Execution at Machaerus 

In Josephus’s story about Herod’s marital affairs and the execution of John the 
Baptist, Machaerus is mentioned several times as the narrative setting for 
events narrated by Josephus. Assuming, so it seems, that the model reader 
knows that Machaerus was a strong Herodian fortress (see above) and having 
referred to Machaerus before in his Antiquities (Ant. 13.417; 14.82–97), Jose-
phus apparently does not feel the need to introduce Machaerus to his audience 
again, except for the one feature of Machaerus that is pivotal to the story: its 
location on the border of the territories of Aretas and Herod (Ant. 18.111). 

When Josephus tells his audience about the flight of Aretas’s daughter, 
Herod’s first wife, who found out that Herod was about to divorce her, the one 
place mentioned on her journey – even twice! (Ant. 18.111, 112)59 – is Machae-
rus. Why did Josephus include this detail instead of simply telling his audience 

                                                            
57 Cf. Mason, “‘Should Any Wish to Enquire Further,’” 68. 
58 War 1.161–167; 1.171–172; 2.485; 3.46; 4.439; 4.555; 7.163–209; 7.210. 
59 According to the text in the extant manuscripts of Ant. 18.112, the daughter of Aretas 

sent messengers εἰς τὸν Μαχαιροῦντα τῷ τε πατρὶ αὐτῆς ὑποτελεῖ “to Machaerus and to him 
that was subject to her father,” and this reading was adopted by Niese in his editio maior and 
his editio minor. However, Feldman in his LCL-edition follows the editio princeps and reads 
εἰς τὸν Μαχαιροῦντα τότε πατρὶ αὐτῆς ὑποτελῆ “to Machaerus, which at the time was subject 
to her father.” Because the references to Machaerus in 18.111 and 18.119 assume that not 
Aretas, but Herod was in charge of Machaerus, and there is no plausible explanation why 
Aretas would suddenly and for a brief period of time get control over Machaerus, the reading 
transmitted in the manuscripts is to be preferred, despite its syntactical difficulties. The text 
probably means that Aretas’s daughter sent messengers to Machaerus, as well as to the Nab-
atean στρατηγός who organized her journey through Nabatea after she left Machaerus (cf. 
Ant. 18.112b). See Emil Schürer, Geschichte des jüdischen Volkes im Zeitalter Jesu Christi, 
4th ed. (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1901–1907), 1:436 n. 20, whose defense of the reading in the 
manuscripts I have followed, but who for some unexplained reason interprets τῷ τε πατρὶ 
αὐτῆς ὑποτελεῖ as a plural referring to “die ihrem Vater unterthänigen Stämme;” this inter-
pretation is retained in Emil Schürer, The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus 
Christ (175 B.C. – A.D. 135), revised and edited by Geza Vermes, Fergus Millar, and Martin 
Goodman (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1973) 1:344–45 n. 20. 
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that Aretas’s daughter fled from Herod to her father? I suggest he did so be-
cause its geographical location, at the border between Herod’s and Aretas’s 
realms, made Machaerus a most convenient setting for a story which is intro-
duced as a conflict between Aretas and Herod (Ant. 18.109 στασιάζουσιν 
Ἀρέτας … καὶ Ἡρώδης), which escalated into a border conflict (Ant. 18.113).60 
Machaerus, located at the border of Perea and Nabatea, is thus a suitable loca-
tion for the conflict between Aretas and Herod.61 

In the passage on John the Baptist, scholars usually take Josephus’s refer-
ence to Machaerus (Ant. 18.119) as simply a piece of historical information – 
nothing more. The common opinion is aptly summarized by Robert Webb: “It 
is best to accept Josephus’ statement that the location was Machaerus because 
it is an unequivocal identification, and there is no reason for Josephus to alter 
any information he would have on this subject.”62 However, my proposal is 
that, regardless of whether the reference to Machaerus is historically accurate 
or not, the geographical setting of Machaerus does contribute to the point Jo-
sephus tries to make. First, Josephus’s reference to Machaerus as τὸ 
προειρημένον φρούριον suggests that he wants his audience to connect the nar-
rative setting of the Baptist’s execution with the foregoing story. By explicitly 
stating that John was killed at Machaerus, it becomes clear that John, who has 
just been portrayed as an example of Jewish lawfulness and piety (Ant. 
18.117),63 is killed right on the spot that has just been associated with the con-
flict that arose out of Herod’s unlawful marital affair with the wife of his half-

                                                            
60 According to the manuscripts, the border conflict concerned the land of Gamalike or 

Gamalitis (Niese reads ἐν γῇ τῇ Γαμαλικῇ on the basis of codex A and the Latin Gamalica; 
codices MW and the Epitome read Γαμαλίτιδι). Since the manuscript evidence has been un-
derstood as a reference to Gamala, which after Philip’s death was part of Syria and therefore 
not under Antipas’s jurisdiction, proposals have been made to emend the text. Schürer pro-
posed to read Γαλααδίτι “Gilead” (Schürer, Geschichte, 1:445 n. 36), but this conjecture was 
largely abandoned after Jones argued for reading Gabalis (Γαβαλίτιδι); A.H.M. Jones, The 
Cities of the Eastern Roman Provinces, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1971), 449–50 n. 19 
(the first edition appeared in 1937; Schalit observes that Jones’s conjecture has been made 
earlier by Niese, in the addenda to his work). Γαβαλίτιδι was accepted, for instance, by 
Feldman in his LCL-edition, in the revised edition of Schürer (Schürer, History, 1:350 n. 
33), and by Hoehner, Herod Antipas, 254–55 n. 4. Abraham Schalit in his Namenwörterbuch 
(now part of Rengstorf’s Complete Concordance to Flavius Josephus) argues, however, that 
neither of these emendations is geographically plausible and that Niese’s Γαμαλικῇ should 
be accepted and taken as a reference to a town near Machaerus, possibly Beth Gamul (Jer 
48:23). Joan Taylor, seemingly independent from Schalit, also argues for Γαμαλικῇ read as 
the name of a place; Taylor, John the Baptist, 256 n. 80. 

61 Cf. Ernst, Johannes der Täufer, 341 n. 239: “Für Josephus ist die Festung Machärus 
wegen ihrer territorialen Lage … und die staatspolitischen Verstrickungen (die Aretastochter 
flüchtet … von der Festung zu ihrem Vater) mehr als nur eine militärische Außenstation.” 

62 Webb, John the Baptizer, 374 n. 57 (my emphasis). 
63 See the comments on δικαιοσύνῃ καὶ … εὐσεβείᾳ above. 
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brother (Ant. 18.109–110; cf. Lev. 18:16). Machaerus thus functions as a sym-
bol for Herod’s lawlessness. Besides, the story about John the Baptist is told in 
retrospect. Herod does not yet know what the audience does: he will suffer 
defeat against Aretas. The audience, however, may have sensed the irony of 
the situation sketched by Josephus: Herod’s unlawfulness comes to a climax 
right at the spot which is explicitly related to the conflict that will lead to 
Herod’s divinely determined defeat. Seen from this light, the narrative setting 
for the John’s imprisonment and death underscores the point of view that Jo-
sephus wants his audience to take: Herod’s defeat against Aretas was divine 
punishment for his execution of the Baptist (Ant. 18.116, 119). 

It follows that the narrative setting of Machaerus was not simply transmitted 
as a historical piece of information and nothing more. The narrative setting of 
Josephus’s story about John’s execution subtly contributes to the message Jo-
sephus wants to communicate by telling this story. 

D. John and the Prophets in the Wilderness 
D. John and the Prophets in the Wilderness 

In this section, I will discuss the connection that allegedly exists between John 
the Baptist’s actions in the Jordan Valley and the actions of prophetic figures, 
mentioned by Josephus, who took their followers to the wilderness and/or the 
river Jordan. The reason for discussing this subject is not because such a con-
nection is evoked by the text of Josephus itself – on the contrary, as I will show 
below, the text of Josephus does not support this idea in any way – but because 
such a connection is often assumed or argued for in scholarly literature. Below, 
I will first indicate which figures are commonly referred to as “wilderness 
prophets” or “sign prophets” and briefly summarize the history of research. 
Next, I will discuss whether or not Josephus’s narrative gives reason to believe 
that John was more similar to the sign prophets than Josephus’s representation 
suggests at first sight. 

Who Were These Wilderness Prophets? 

In his War and the Antiquities, Josephus refers to several prophetic figures who 
appeared in the wilderness and/or in the vicinity of the River Jordan, where 
they promised to perform signs that were supposed to bring salvation. Because 
of their common location in the wilderness, scholars have long treated these 
figures as a distinct category of revolutionaries that appeared in Judea in the 
decades before the Jewish War. Paul Barnett coined the label “sign prophets” 
as a convenient way to refer to these figures64 and although other terminologies 

                                                            
64 Paul W. Barnett, “The Jewish Sign Prophets – A.D. 40–70: Their Intentions and 

Origin,” NTS 27 (1981): 679–97. 
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have been proposed as well,65 this label soon found broader acceptance.66 It 
should be noted, however, that these prophets seem to have acted inde-
pendently from each other and that the reference to these figures as a group is 
a modern scholarly construct. I will demonstrate below that a reading of the 
passages in question within their wider contexts does not sustain the common 
view that these figures form a distinct category. However, for the sake of the 
argument I will proceed from the scholarly consensus and treat these figures as 
an identifiable group, which can be referred to as “sign prophets.” 

The prophetic figures usually included in the category of the sign prophets 
include the Samaritan prophet (Ant. 18.85–87), Theudas (Ant. 20.97–99), sev-
eral unnamed figures from the time that Felix was procurator (War 2.258–260; 
Ant. 20.167–168), “the Egyptian” (War 2.261–263; Ant. 20.169–172), another 
unnamed figure from the time when Festus was procurator (Ant. 20.188), and 
the prophet who led his followers to the temple just before its destruction (War 

                                                            
65 David Aune labels the movements initiated by these figures as “millenarian move-

ments” and “the revolutionist response”; David E. Aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity and 
the Ancient Mediterranean World (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983), 127; Robert Webb re-
fers to these prophets as “leadership popular prophets” (Webb, John the Baptizer, 333–39). 
Richard Horsley sometimes refers to these prophets as “action prophets” in distinction to 
“oracular prophets” – Richard A. Horsley and John S. Hanson, Bandits, Prophets, and Mes-
siahs: Popular Movements in the Time of Jesus, 2nd ed. (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 1999), 
161–72 –, or, less directly, as “action type prophets” in distinction to prophets of the oracular 
type, Richard A. Horsley, “‘Like One of the Prophets of Old’: Two Types of Popular Proph-
ets at the Time of Jesus,” CBQ 47 (1985): 460. In the preface to the second edition of Bandits, 
Prophets, and Messiahs, he notes: “I still have no handy label for the popular prophetic 
movements” (xvii). Catherine Murphy refers to the movements led by these prophets as “re-
bel movements,” Catherine M. Murphy, John the Baptist: Prophet of Purity for a New Age, 
Interfaces (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2003), 138–40. 

66 E.g. Rebecca Gray, Prophetic Figures in Late Second Temple Jewish Palestine: The 
Evidence from Josephus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), chapter 4; Morna D. 
Hooker, Signs of a Prophet: The Prophetic Actions of Jesus (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity, 1997), 
13–15; Taylor, John the Baptist, 217; David M. Miller, “Whom Do You Follow? The Jewish 
Politeia and the Maccabean Background of Josephus’s Sign Prophets,” in Common Judaism: 
Explorations in Second-Temple Judaism, ed. Wayne O. McCready and Adele Reinhartz 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2008), 173–83, 292–96. Cautiously (“to adopt a term coined in New 
Testament scholarship”): Tessa Rajak, “Jewish Millenarian Expectations,” in The First Jew-
ish Revolt: Archaeology, History, and Ideology, ed. Andrea M. Berlin and J. Andrew Over-
man (London: Routledge, 200), 178. See, however, the criticism by Richard Horsley in the 
preface to the second edition of Bandits, Prophets, and Messiahs, xvii: “It seems inappro-
priate to label them after a stereotyped phrase (‘signs and wonders’) that Josephus uses for 
only some of them.” 
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6.283–287).67 Sometimes Jonathan the Weaver (War 7.437–450; Life 424–425) 
is also included in this category.68 

In older works on John the Baptist, references made to the prophetic figures 
under discussion serve to illustrate that the wilderness could have eschatologi-
cal connotations, but usually it is not assumed that John the Baptist and the 
sign prophets acted in a similar way.69 The emergence of social-scientific meth-
ods in biblical studies in the 1980s resulted in a new interest in the category of 
the sign prophets, focusing primarily on their background in social banditry,70 
and this raised the question whether or not one should view John the Baptist 
through the lenses of these figures. According to Paul Barnett this is not the 
case: John the Baptist did no sign (John 10:41) and must therefore be distin-
guished from the sign prophets.71 A similar distinction was perceived by Hors-
ley and Hanson: instead of calling for action, John the Baptist was an “oracular 
prophet,” delivering divine messages.72 However, in the preface to the second 
edition of their work, Horsley suggests that John’s baptism was “an action of 
renewal,” so that “perhaps John the Baptist should be seen not just as a medium 
of divine oracles but also as a leader of a covenant renewal movement” after 
all.73 Earlier Robert Webb argued that Herod’s fear of stasis, caused by John’s 
message, demonstrates that John should be regarded as a “leadership popular 
prophet” (his label for the sign prophets).74 Colin Brown likewise suggests that 
John’s actions in the wilderness and that of the sign prophets are essentially 
similar.75 Craig Evans even more explicitly states: “[t]he activities of the sev-
eral men who have been considered [i.e. the sign prophets] clarify and place in 
context the preaching and activities of John the Baptist.”76 Joan Taylor, on the 
other hand, argues that despite similarities between John and the sign prophets, 
their actions were fundamentally different: “Clearly, the focus of these leaders 

                                                            
67 The latter figure is excluded from the discussion in Horsley and Hanson, Bandits, 

Prophets, and Messiahs, chapter 4, and Robert Webb, John the Baptizer, 333–39. 
68 Gray, Prophetic Figures, 112; Craig A. Evans, “Josephus on John the Baptist and Other 

Jewish Prophets of Deliverance,” in The Historical Jesus in Context, ed. Amy-Jill Levine, 
Dale C. Allison, and John Dominic Crossan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 
62. 

69 See e.g. Joachim Jeremias, “Der Ursprung der Johannestaufe,” ZNW 28 (1929): 319–
20; Ernst Lohmeyer, Johannes der Täufer, vol. 1 of Das Urchristentum (Göttingen: Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 1932), 47–49; Carl H. Kraeling, John the Baptist (New York: Scribner’s 
Sons, 1951), 140–41. 

70 See esp. Horsley and Hanson, Bandits, Prophets, and Messiahs, chapter 4. 
71 Barnett, “The Jewish Sign Prophets,” 689. Barnett argues, however, that a relationship 

did exist between Jesus and the sign prophets (690–93). 
72 Horsley and Hanson, Bandits, Prophets, and Messiahs, 172–81. 
73 Horsley and Hanson, Bandits, Prophets, and Messiahs, xviii. 
74 Webb, John the Baptizer, 350–55 (see on the sign prophets themselves 333–39). 
75 Colin Brown, “What Was John the Baptist Doing?” BBR 7 (1997): 47–49. 
76 Evans, “Josephus,” 59 (my emphasis). 
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was the overthrow of Gentile rule. Yet, whatever political agenda may be found 
in John’s teaching, he did not call upon those he assembled to witness a sign 
founded on an incident in the Bible.”77 In scholarly literature, then, opposing 
views exist on the relation between John the Baptist and the category of the 
sign prophets. 

Most scholars referred to above focus on the historical John the Baptist. In 
their studies observations from the Gospels (the Synoptics in particular) are 
combined with observations from Josephus, which leads to a reconstruction in 
which, depending on how one weighs the evidence, scholars do or do not rec-
ognize a relation between John the Baptist and the sign prophets. My interest 
is not, however, in the historical Baptist, but in Josephus’s own narrative. Does 
Josephus’s portrayal of John the Baptist give rise to the idea that John might 
be more similar to these prophetic figures (especially their portrayal in the An-
tiquities) than a first glance would suggest? As I will show below, scholars 
have argued that this is the case, primarily on the basis of Josephus’s reference 
to Herod’s fear that John’s message would lead to rebellion (stasis). Before 
delving into this issue, however, I will first briefly discuss two other matters 
that bear on the discussion: Josephus’s characterizations and the wilderness 
setting in which these prophetic figures appear. 

Josephus’s Characterization of John and the Wilderness Prophets 

In Josephus’s work John the Baptist as well as the various prophetic figures 
included in the category of the so-called sign prophets are minor characters.78 
This does not mean that they are unimportant, but that the stories in which they 
occur are not included out of interest for these figures themselves, but because 
of their contribution to a larger theme. The story about John the Baptist con-
tributes to Herod Antipas’s unlawfulness, that of the Samaritan sign prophet to 
the harshness of Pilate’s rule, the story of Theudas illustrates the failure of 
Fadus’s rule,79 and the story about the Egyptian, at least in the Antiquities, in-
troduces the harshness of Felix’s response to unrest, which comes to a climax 
in his unduly harsh response to unrest in Caesarea.80 In other words, Josephus 

                                                            
77 Taylor, John the Baptist, 218. 
78 Similarly (but only with reference to John the Baptist), Hartman, Tod, 309. 
79 See the section on stasis below. 
80 Parallels between the episodes in 20.169–172 (about the Egyptian) and 20.173–178 

(about Caesarea) suggest that these passages were intended to be read together. Both epi-
sodes begin with an description of the situation that caused the unrest (20.169–270//20.173–
176). In both episodes this is followed by Φῆλιξ δ᾽ ὡς, introducing the fact that Felix learns 
about the situation (20.171//20.176). In the first episode Felix responds by taking a large 
force of cavalry and infantry (20.171), in the second Josephus suggests that Felix sends his 
whole army (20.177 LCL, “he armed his solders, let them loose upon them”). In the first 
episode 400 were killed and 200 were made prisoner (20.171), in the second episode “he 
thus slew many of the Jews and took more alive” (20.177). In the episode about the Egyptian, 
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is not primarily interested in these minor characters, but in their opponents. In 
the case of John the Baptist, the opponent is Herod Antipas, in the case of the 
sign prophets, the opponent is whichever Roman procurator ruled at the time. 
Yet, the conflicts are not similar. In the case of Herod Antipas, the story of 
John the Baptist functions to unmask Herod’s lawlessness. In the case of the 
Roman procurators, it is their unduly harsh response that is exposed. 

Moreover, Josephus’s characterization of John the Baptist on the one hand 
and that of the sign prophets on the other is entirely different.81 John the Baptist 
is portrayed as “a good man” (ἀγαθὸν ἄνδρα) and as an example of Jewish 
piety and ethics (Ant. 18.117). The final proof of John’s positive characteriza-
tion is the conviction that his death was avenged by God (Ant. 18.116, 119). 
The sign prophets, by contrast, are introduced in negative terms exclusively: 
the Samaritan is an ἀνὴρ ἐν ὀλίγῳ τὸ ψεῦδος (Ant. 18.85), Theudas a γόης (Ant. 
20.97), the unnamed figures from the time of Felix are λῃσταί, γόητες, and 
ἀπατεῶνες ἄνθρωποι (Ant. 20.167), and the unnamed figure from Festus’s time 
is an ἀνθρὼπος γόης (Ant. 20.188). At first sight, the Egyptian appears to be an 
exception, for he is introduced as προφήτης εἶναι λέγων (Ant. 20.169). As the 
story unfolds, however, his predictions turn out to be false and the events result 
in even more λῃσταί inciting the masses to war with Rome (Ant. 20.172). Tessa 
Rajak summarizes: “We can sum up by saying that throughout Josephus treats 
the rebels, in all their guises, simply as political adversaries.”82 

Symbolic Actions in the Wilderness 

As has been observed above, consensus holds that the sign prophets acted in 
the wilderness and that their motives for acting there were theological in na-
ture: “the retreat into the wilderness as a kind of Urzeit-Endzeit pattern of re-
capitulating the past.”83 Theudas took his followers to the Jordan and promised 
that at his command the river would part, providing them a passage (Ant. 
20.97). The Egyptian took his followers to the Mount of Olives and promised 
that at his command the walls of Jerusalem would fall down (Ant. 20.169–170). 
On the basis of these two examples, scholars usually conclude that all prophetic 

                                                            
this is followed by a remark that the λῃσταί fired and pillaged villages (20.172). However, 
in the episode about Caesarea, it is Felix himself who allows his solders to plunder the houses 
of the rich Caesareans (20.177), a situation which only came to an end because the Jewish 
leaders of the city call on Felix to calm down (20.178). This ironical conclusion demonstrates 
the extraordinary harshness of Felix’s response. Moreover, it shows that Felix only worsened 
the situation, and that the unrest only came to an end because of the appeasing attitude of 
the Jewish leaders of the city. 

81 Taylor, John the Baptist, 217. 
82 Tessa Rajak, Josephus: The Historian and His Society, 2nd ed. (London: Duckworth, 

2002), 91. 
83 Aune, Prophecy, 129 (italics original). 
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figures who retreated to the wilderness did so because they expected a new 
occurrence of exodus/conquest events.84 

For scholars who hold that baptism of (the historical) John symbolizes a new 
exodus/conquest event, the symbolic actions of the sign prophets provide the 
paradigm for interpreting the geographical setting of John’s baptism. So, for 
example, Michael Tilly: 

Ebenso wie die zeitgenössischen messianischen Prophetengestalten, … knüpft auch 
der Täufer in der Wahl des Ortes seiner öffentlichen eschatologischen Bußpredigt an 
das typologische Urbild der heilvollen Zuwendung Gottes … während der Zeit des 
Exodus aus Ägypten an.85 

It should be noted on the outset that there is nothing in Josephus’s account of 
John the Baptist that connects him with the wilderness or any other narrative 
setting in which any of the prophetic figures under consideration appear. Jose-
phus does not even assume the presence of running water for John’s baptism. 
Apparently, for Josephus’s portrayal of John’s baptism its geographical setting 
was not of importance. It could have occurred anywhere, even in a miqweh. In 
fact, except for John’s nickname (Ἰωάννου τοῦ ἐπικαλουμένου βαπτιστοῦ; 
18.116), Josephus gives no hint whatsoever that John’s baptism differed from 
regular Jewish immersions. Josephus’s own portrayal of John’s baptism, then, 
does not in any way allude to the symbolic actions performed by the sign 
prophets. 

The assumed connection between John the Baptist and the sign prophets is 
based on a combination of John’s geographical location in wilderness as stated 
by the Synoptic Gospels, and the interpretation of Josephus’s sign prophets as 
figures who symbolically referred to Israel’s past under Moses and/or Joshua.86 
Such an interpretation is problematic, however, for several reasons. First, Re-
becca Gray shows that the idea of the sign prophets as figures whose actions 
allude to exodus/conquest events is an overgeneralisation: 

In the case of Theudas and the Egyptian, the influence of the exodus and conquest 
traditions is clear. But the other cases featuring a flight into the wilderness are more 
difficult to interpret. As a religious motif, the wilderness had wider associations than 

                                                            
84 E.g. Barnett, “The Jewish Sign Prophets,” 680–86; Horsley, “Like One of the Proph-

ets,” 454: “These prophets … lead actions of deliverance … These actions of deliverance 
are understood as new, eschatological actions that typologically correspond to or are in-
formed by the great formative acts of deliverance led by Moses and Joshua” (his italics); 
Webb, John the Baptizer, 360–66. 

85 Michael Tilly, Johannes der Täufer und die Biographie der Propheten: Die synoptische 
Täuferüberlieferung und das jüdische Prophetenbild zur Zeit des Täufers, BWANT 137 
(Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1994), 192. 

86 David Miller, however, argues that the sign prophets’s choice of location refers first of 
all to the Maccabean revolt (Miller, “Whom Do You Follow?,” 173–83). Cf. William Reuben 
Farmer, Maccabees, Zealots, and Josephus: An Inquiry into Jewish Nationalism in the 
Greco-Roman Period (New York: Columbia University Press, 1956), 116–24. 
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the exodus and conquest events alone. … In any case, not all the sign prophets were 
active in the wilderness: one, we recall, led his followers to the Temple Mount in 
Jerusalem.87 

Second, when the passages referring to the (alleged) group of the sign prophets 
are quoted in sequence and in isolation from their wider contexts, the evidence 
that these prophets performed symbolic actions in the wilderness seems im-
pressive. However, this way of reading Josephus typically reflects the approach 
of older Josephan scholarship. Once the scholarly construction of the sign 
prophets as a separate group that should be distinguished from other rebellious 
movements or leaders is left aside and the episodes in question are read within 
their literary contexts, there is every reason to question the scholarly consen-
sus, at least in Josephus’s Antiquities, as I will demonstrate. Because this has, 
to my best knowledge, not been argued for before, I will below highlight the 
contexts of the passages in question. 

In the Antiquities the Samaritan prophet appears on the Gerizim, described 
by Josephus as “in their belief ... the most sacred of mountains” (Ant. 18.85 
LCL), claiming he would show the vessels that Moses had allegedly left there. 
Once this story (Ant. 18.85–87), which forms the introduction to Pilate’s down-
fall (Ant. 18.88–89), is read in connection with the first measures Vitellius took 
after Pilate’s disposal (Ant. 18.90), it becomes clear that Josephus does not tell 
the story of the Samaritan prophet because of the latter’s symbolic use of Mo-
ses traditions, but in order to make a theological point about Samaritanism. The 
prophet claimed that Moses had hidden the vessels on Gerizim, but the permis-
sion given by Vitellius’s to keep the high priestly robe and ornaments in the 
temple – and Josephus elaborates on this extensively (Ant. 18.90–95) – demon-
strates that the true sacred utensils are not to be found on the Gerizim, but in 
the Jerusalem temple. 

The story of Theudas, which does indeed recall the events of the exodus/con-
quest – note, however, that Josephus only refers to the Jordan, not to the wil-
derness –, is set in the context of Fadus’s rule (Ant. 20.97–98). The passage is 
commonly read as an isolated incident. However, Josephus’s repeated refer-
ence to the temporal setting of the story – the passage begins and ends with a 
reference to period of Fadus’s rule – suggests that he expects his readers to 
connect the narrated events to his earlier treatment of Fadus (Ant. 20.2–16). 
Seen from this light, Josephus’s story on Theudas appears to be the unmasking 
of Josephus’s highly ironical remark that “[f]rom then on the whole of Judaea 
was purged of robber-bands, thanks to the prudent concern displayed by Fadus” 

                                                            
87 Gray, Prophetic Figures, 137. The last sentence refers to the prophet mentioned in War 

6.283–287. This figure is included in the category of the sign prophets by Barnett and Gray, 
but absent in, for instance, Horsley and Hanson’s discussion of action prophets. 
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(Ant. 20.5).88 Two observations are of relevance here. First, this interpretation 
suggests that Theudas does not belong to a separate category, but is treated by 
Josephus as another example of the many and manifold rebels he referred to in 
20.3–5. Second, except for one, all rebels of 20.3–5 are Pereans. That the 
prophet who demonstrates that Fadus’s rule did not at all purge Judea from 
robber-bands appears exactly at the Jordan, coming from Perea (as the allusion 
to Joshua’s crossing of the Jordan suggests), heightens the irony even more. 
Josephus thus seems to have consciously highlighted the narrative setting for 
the prophet that unmasked the failure of Fadus’s rule.89 

The next reference to figures included in the category of the sign prophets 
appears in Ant. 20.167–168. These figures take their followers to the wilder-
ness. Again, however, the passage should not be read in isolation from its con-
text. The preceding passage is introduced by Josephus’s comment that the sit-
uation in Judea got worse due to rebels (λῃστηρίων … καὶ γοήτων ἀνθρώπων) 
who deceived the masses (Ant. 20.160). Subsequently, Josephus discusses 
bands of rebels operating in Jerusalem, stealthily killing anyone who was con-
sidered an enemy (20.161–166). Then follows the reference to deceivers who 
took their followers to the wilderness. Josephus’s introduction – λῃσταί in-
fected the city, γόητες led their followers to the wilderness (20.167) – shows a 
contrast between the narrative settings: not only the city was full of rebels, this 
applies even the wilderness, at the fringes of society. And the picture is com-
pleted even more by the self-acclaimed prophet from Egypt, who appears at 
“the mountain called Olives, opposite from the city at a distance of five stadia.” 

                                                            
88 I have not seen this suggestion being made in print, but in the flow of Josephus’s nar-

rative in Book 20, the irony of Ant. 20.5 speaks volumes. After the introductory remarks in 
20.1, Fadus is the first character to enter the stage and in a high narrative pace Josephus 
refers to several conflicts and uprisings that were ended by Fadus by killing those he held 
responsible for it (20.2–4). This series of events culminates in Josephus’s remark about Fa-
dus’s prudency, and at this point of the story there is no reason to question Josephus’s com-
ments. However, immediately this positive picture begins to crumble: in 20.6–9 Josephus 
tells about Fadus’s conflict with the high priests about the priestly robes and Fadus acts far 
from prudently and is overruled by Caesar (20.10–16). Then follows a long digression on 
Izates of Adiabene, who is portrayed as the ideal king and, although the word φροντίς is not 
used, as an example of prudency, even in his dealings with the Parthians (and, for that matter, 
he is also an example for Josephus’s model audience, as has been convincingly argued by 
Mason, “‘Should Any Wish to Enquire Further,’” 90–95). Only after this long digression, 
Josephus returns to Fadus and narrates the story about Theudas (20.97–98), which not only 
contradicts Josephus’s claim in 20.5 that all Judea was purged from robber-bands, but also 
shows a Fadus who does not act prudently at all but inflicts a bloodbath, thereby fully ex-
posing the irony of Josephus’s earlier remark. This episode marks the end of Fadus’s rule. 

89 Theudas himself is treated with irony as well: at the banks of the Jordan he anticipates 
an easy passage, and an easy passage is what he gets indeed: “they cut of his head and 
brought it to Jerusalem” (Ant. 20.98 LCL). 
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(20.169). In the flow of the story, this narrative setting represents the country-
side; it is at a distance from the city, yet close to it. Together, these three stories 
illustrate the truth of Josephus’s claim in 20.160: the city, the wilderness, the 
countryside, everywhere in Judea rebels appear. 

Josephus makes a similar point in his last reference to an ἀνθρὼπος γόης 
taking his followers to the wilderness (Ant. 20.188). Immediately before this 
reference, Josephus refers to sicarii, ravaging Judea, burning its villages and 
assassinating enemies in Jerusalem (Ant. 20.185–187). Together, these refer-
ences again emphasize that all of Judea suffered under such rebels. 

It follows from the discussion above that the common treatment in scholarly 
literature of the sign prophets as a separate category is not warranted by Jose-
phus’s larger narrative. Josephus gives many examples of all sorts of rebels 
who performed or promised all sorts of actions. The figures that appeared in 
the wilderness, some of which alluded to events from Israel’s past, are just a 
few among many of these rebels. 

Furthermore, Josephus seems to have carefully chosen the narrative settings 
in which these prophets appear. These narrative settings contribute to the larger 
story Josephus wants to tell. Throughout this study I have found that the vari-
ous narratives in which John the Baptist figures, the geographical settings in 
which he appears contribute to the characterization of the Baptist in that par-
ticular narrative. The findings in this section suggest that the same applies to 
Josephus’s prophetic figures who acted in the wilderness. For this reason, con-
necting these the narrative settings of the Baptist in the Synoptics with the nar-
rative setting of these prophetic figures and ascribing a common significance 
to them, is risky indeed. 

Herod’s Fear of Stasis 

Some scholars argue that Josephus does in fact provide a clue that John’s ac-
tions, once stripped from Josephus’s bias, are potentially rebellious indeed, 
namely his reference to Herod’s fear that John’s popularity would lead to stasis 
(Ant. 18.118). As has been noted above, the textual evidence varies between 
ἀπόστασις, adopted by Niese in his editions of Josephus, and the slightly 
stronger supported90 στάσις, adopted by Naber and Feldman. It does not make 
much difference, though, which reading one adopts, since Josephus uses στάσις 
and ἀπόστασις interchangeably (e.g. Ant. 18.1–10), which suggests that he 
treats these words more or less as synonyms.91 

                                                            
90 With Taylor, John the Baptist, 236; Hartmann, Tod, 259. 
91 See e.g. Detlev Dormeyer, “Stasis-Vorwürfe gegen Juden und Christen und Rechtsbrü-

che in Prozessverfahren gegen sie nach Josephus’ Bellum Judaicum und Mk 15,1–20 parr.,” 
in Internationales Josephus-Kolloquium Aarhus 1999, ed. Jürgen U. Kalms, MJSt 6 (Müns-
ter: Lit, 2000), 63: “Das semantische Feld von στάσις umfasst im engeren Sinne die Stamm-
bildungen … und im weiteren viele Komposita und synonyme Ausdrücke wie ἀπόστασις 
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It has been argued that there is a grain of truth in Herod’s fear, but that 
Josephus “must be careful in what he says about John’s message. Any hint of 
an agenda of reform or restoration would create in Roman minds sympathy for 
Herod, whose actions would then seem appropriate.”92 Kay Ehling even sug-
gests that John’s message, as summarized in the Synoptic Gospels, announced 
the end of Herod Antipas’s dynasty, so that Herod “befürchtete, wie aus Jo-
sephus hervorgeht, daß diese Weissagung stasisartige Unruhen auslösen 
könnte.”93 

However, in Josephus’s narrative the theme of stasis is not restricted to John 
the Baptist and the sign prophets. In fact, it is now widely recognized that the 
stasis-theme is very prominent throughout Josephus’s works,94 and that in do-
ing so, Josephus follows the example of other ancient writers, for instance Thu-
cydides.95 Steve Mason argues on the basis of the prominence of the stasis-
theme in writers from the first centuries BCE and CE that Josephus employs 
this theme against the background of his audience’s own recent experience with 
civil strife in Rome.96 The stasis-theme is employed very prominently in War, 

                                                            
…”; Brian C. Dennert, John the Baptist and the Jewish Setting of Matthew, WUNT 2/403 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 88 n. 255: “It does not seem that the lexical choice leads 
to a divergent understanding of the passage.” Robert Eisler claimed that στάσις denotes po-
litical insurrection and ἀπόστασις religious apostasy so that on internal grounds στάσις 
should be adopted (ἀποστάσις being “a Christian correction”); Eisler, Messiah Jesus, 248, 
followed by Rothschild, “Echo,” 1:265. However, Josephus’s usage does not support Eisler’s 
claims. 

92 Evans, “Josephus,” 56. See also Ellis Rivkin, “Locating John the Baptizer in Palestinian 
Judaism: The Political Dimension,” in Kent Harold Richards (ed.), Society of Biblical Liter-
ature 1983 Seminar Papers, SBLSP 22 (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1983), 83–84: “Herod 
the Tetrarch thus had good reason to fear the political implications of John’s religious teach-
ings once it became evident that he was attracting crowds who might in a surge of religious 
exaltation and zeal act out on the political implications of John’s call for repentance and let 
loose a torrent of revolutionary violence.” 

93 Kay Ehling, “Warum ließ Herodes Antipas Johannes den Täufer verhaften? Oder: 
Wenn ein Prophet politisch gefährlich wird,” Klio 89 (2007): 142. See also Marcus, John the 
Baptist, 98–112, who argues that John’s apocalypticism fueled the expectation that the king-
doms of this world would be overthrown. 

94 See e.g. Rajak, Josephus, 91–96; Louis H. Feldman, Josephus’s Interpretation of the 
Bible, HCS (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 140–48. 

95 Gottfried Mader, Josephus and the Politics of Historiography: Apologetic and Impres-
sion Management in the Bellum Judaicum, Mnemosyne 205 (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 55–103; 
Jonathan J. Price, “Josephus’ Reading of Thucydides: A Test Case in the Bellum Iudaicum,” 
in Thucydides – A Violent Teacher? History and Its Representations, ed. Georg Rechenauer 
and Vassiliki Pothou (Göttingen: V&R Unipress, 2011), 79–98. 

96 Mason, Josephus, Judea, and Christian Origins, 87; cf. Mason, Josephus and the New 
Testament, 78–81. Cf. Feldman, Josephus’s Interpretation of the Bible, 140: “The Romans, 
who themselves had experienced a century of constantly recurring civil strife … would 
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where Josephus argues that the war was not so much a national uprising against 
Rome, but a civil strife in Judea itself (e.g. War 1.10), but “[s]o too there is 
much stasis reported in the Antiquities, and it is violent, just as the usual usage 
of this Greek word would lead us to expect.”97 Given the widely acknowledged 
prominence of the stasis-theme in Josephus, it is surprising that Josephus’s ref-
erence to Herod’s fear of stasis has only seldom been read in this light,98 which 
is what I will do below. 

In Book 18 of the Antiquities, the stasis-theme occurs relatively often, espe-
cially in the first part of the book, in which Josephus narrates events that oc-
curred between the death of Herod the Great and the rise of Agrippa (18.1–
125).99 In the opening passage of Book 18 (18.3–10), the stasis caused by Judas 
the Gaulanite and Saddok the Pharisee is told in such a way that it anticipates 
the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple.100 Although the relation with the 
war of 66–70 CE is not always apparent in other stasis-incidents in Book 18, it 
does illustrate that stasis leads to serious consequences, thereby casting a dark 
cloud over those who cause stasis. 

In the part of Book 18 preceding the section devoted to Herod Antipas the 
stasis-motif is employed in Josephus’s description of the Essenes (18.21), 
events in Parthia following the death of king Phraates (18.39–52), and two in-
cidents that occurred under Pilate’s rule (18.60–62; 18.85–87).101 Two themes 
dominate these passages: (1) stasis can be evoked by incompetent leaders, as 
is especially apparent in the stasis-incidents under Pilate’s rule, and (2) irreg-
ular marital affairs lead to stasis. I will elaborate a bit more on the latter theme. 

The relation between stasis and marital affairs is introduced in the reference 
to the Essenes, who do not admit their wives in their communities, because this 
would lead to stasis (18.21). The truth of this statement is illustrated in Jose-
phus’s long digression on the stasis that occurred in Parthia (18.39–52). The 
Parthian king Phraates fell in love with an Italian slave girl and appointed her 
son Phraataces as his heir to the expense of his legitimate children. Helped by 
his mother, with whom he had an incestuous relationship, Phraataces murdered 
his father. This was, however, not accepted by the people and stasis occurred 
(18.43). In the complex events that followed, Orodes and Vonones both held 

                                                            
surely have appreciated such an emphasis on the dire consequences of internecine blood-
shed.” 

97 Schwartz, Reading the First Century, 79. 
98 In fact, the only reference I have found is Hartmann’s suggestion, rightly in my view, 

that in the light of the later accusations against Herod which lead to his banishment, Herod’s 
fear that John would cause stasis is ironical (Hartmann, Tod, 288). 

99 In the relatively brief passage of Ant. 18.1–125 στάσις occurs in Ant. 18.8 (twice); 
18.21; 18.43; 18.62; ἀπόστασις occurs in 18.4 and 18.88. The verb στασιάζω occurs once 
(Ant. 18.109). In 18.118 manuscripts differ between στάσις and ἀπόστασις (see above). 

100 Schwartz, Reading the First Century, 149. 
101 The latter incident is referred to in 18.88 as θόρυμβος (cf. 18.85) and ἀπόστασις. 
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the Parthian throne for a little while, until Artabanus secured the throne and 
united all Parthian territories under his rule. Josephus tells the story in such a 
way that it will surely have sounded familiar to his Roman audience, because 
it is full of allusions to rumours and events referring to Nero and the civil strife 
of 68/69 CE.102 For our purpose, however, it is relevant that Josephus’s intro-
duction to the story suggests that root for the Parthian strive was laid by 
Phraates’s extramarital affairs (18.39–41). 

The section devoted to Herod Antipas (18.101–125) is introduced by an ex-
tended reference to the Parthian king Artabanus (18.96–100), thereby recalling 
Josephus’s Parthian digression discussed above. In the subsequent story 
Herod’s political incompetence is illustrated by the way he offends Vitellius 
after the latter’s negotiations with Artabanus (18.101–105). Not very much 
later in Book 18 Josephus’s narrates about stasis that occurred between Aretas 
and Herod (στασιάζουσιν Ἀρέτας τε … καὶ Ἡρώδης, 18.109), occasioned by 
Herod’s unlawful marital affairs. Josephus’s audience will have understood be-
yond doubt what an incompetent king Herod Antipas was: he acts in a similar 
way as the Parthian king Phraates, whose marital affairs led to a disastrous 
chain of events, that resulted in the Parthian equivalent of Nero and the Roman 
civil strife. 

In this light, Josephus’s reference to Herod’s fear of stasis in the passage on 
John the Baptist is highly ironical. The one who acts foolishly and unlawful, 
and thereby causes stasis (18.109), kills the one who is the demonstration of 
Jewish piety and ethical responsibility103 out of fear that the latter might cause 
stasis (18.118). The irony of the passage increases even more when the audi-
ence learns, much later in Book 18, that the tetrarchy was taken from Herod 
and that he was banished as a result of accusations of ἀπόστασις (Ant 
18.252).104 

I do not wish to deny that in the context of the first century religion is in-
separably intertwined with politics. Nor do I wish to deny that (the historical) 
Herod Antipas may have seen John as a political threat. However, with respect 
to Josephus’s portrayal of the Baptist, I believe that Per Bilde rightfully 
claimed that “Josephus’s text about John the Baptist is of decisive importance 
in showing us that the religious, prophetic preacher of repentance may well 

                                                            
102 Steve Mason discusses several passages where Josephus narrates Judean history in 

such a way as to “exploit his audience’s knowledge of Roman political and historiographical 
traditions,” which sometimes functions as a way of making ironical comments about recent 
events of Roman history; Mason, Josephus, Judea, and Christian Origins, 90–92 (quotation 
taken from p. 90). In my view, Josephus does something similar in this digression on Parthian 
history. 

103 See the comments on εὐσέβεια and δικαιοσύνη above. 
104 Cf. Hartmann, Tod, 288. 
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have political influence without being rebellious or anti-Roman in his behav-
iour.”105 Josephus’s reference to Herod’s fear that John’s message would cause 
stasis does in no way argue against this. 

E. Conclusion 
E. Conclusion 

In his passage on John the Baptist, Josephus refers to John’s preaching and 
baptism and to his execution by Herod Antipas, but it is only for the latter event 
that a geographical setting is provided: John is killed at Machaerus, the Hero-
dian fortress close to the border between Perea and Nabatea. The fortress tow-
ered high above the Jordan Valley and was a clear symbol of Herodian power. 
It is also the place where in this story Herod’s lawlessness reaches its climax, 
as becomes apparent in his marital affairs and in his execution of the good and 
virtuous John the Baptist, and the place where he suffers his divinely appointed 
defeat against the Nabatean king Aretas. Thus, the geographical setting in 
which Josephus’s Baptist is executed contributes in a subtle, ironical way to 
the message Josephus wants to convey to his audience: lawlessness will be met 
by divine retribution. 

As has been observed in earlier chapters, many scholars see a connection 
between John the Baptist and Josephus’s so-called “sign prophets,” Theudas in 
particular. Josephus’s characterizations, however, do not sustain this alleged 
connection. Josephus’s portrayal of John as a good man stands in sharp contrast 
with his very negative portrayal of the sign prophets. The narrative settings in 
which these figures operate appear to have been consciously chosen by Jose-
phus, in order to let them contribute to his larger story. Moreover, in the light 
of this larger story, the common treatment of the sign prophets as a separate 
category is best qualified as a scholarly construct distracting from rather than 
supporting the interpretation of Josephus’s narrative. The reference to Herod’s 
fear of stasis does not support the alleged connection between John and the so-
called sign prophets either. In the light of the development of the stasis-theme 
in the wider context of Book 18, the reference to stasis is more plausibly read 
as an example of Josephus’s irony, in which Herod is unmasked and his down-
fall anticipated. Therefore, when these so-called sign prophets are seen in their 
wider Josephan contexts, there appears to be no basis for the assumption that 
John the Baptist should somehow be seen in their light.

                                                            
105 Bilde, Flavius Josephus, 223. 



 

Chapter 9 

Summary and Conclusions 

Now that in the preceding chapters the significance of all geographical settings 
in which John the Baptist appears in narratives generally believed to date from 
the first century CE have been discussed, it is time to summarize the findings 
and draw conclusions. In the final section of this chapter some suggestions for 
further study will be made. 

A. Summary 
A. Summary 

Since the emergence of modern study on John the Baptist questions pertaining 
to the location or locations where John the Baptist was born, raised, where he 
preached, baptized and where he was executed have been studied from a his-
torical perspective. That does not mean that the Gospels and Josephus are read 
uncritically – on the contrary, much ink has flown over questions relating to 
the exact locations of, for instance, Bethany across the Jordan, Aenon near Sa-
lem and on the relation between the Synoptics and Josephus with respect to the 
Baptist’s execution. However, more often than not scholars assume that the 
locations in question are referred to primarily because in historical tradition, 
warranted or not, the historical Baptist is associated with these particular loca-
tions. In my view there is nothing a priori wrong with asking historical ques-
tions. There once was a historical Baptist and he must have baptized some-
where (presumably primarily in the southern Jordan Valley). Moreover, the 
tradition of the Baptist’s imprisonment and execution by Herod Antipas is so 
well-attested, that there is no reason to doubt that this execution must have 
taken place in one of Antipas’s fortresses. 

In this study, however, I have not tried to reconstruct the whereabouts of the 
historical Baptist. My focus has been aimed at the significance of the geograph-
ical settings in which the Baptist is portrayed from a narrative-critical point of 
view. By consequence, in the case of conflicting geographical settings – for 
instance regarding the place of John’s execution (Mark: Galilee, Matthew: Ju-
dea, Josephus: Machaerus in Perea), the question is not which of these tradi-
tions is correct and whether or not harmonisations are possible. The question 
is rather why the Baptist is executed in Galilee in the Gospel of Mark, why 
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Judea appears to be the location of his execution in Matthew’s Gospel, and why 
Josephus has John executed in Machaerus, at the border of Perea and Nabatea. 

The scope of this study pertains to texts generally believed to be written in 
the first century CE which qualify as narrative texts (the four canonical Gospels 
and Josephus) or which – in the case of Q (see chapter 4 above) – at least con-
tain sufficient narrative elements to conduct a narrative analysis. As I have 
explained in chapter 1, my narrative-critical approach builds upon Umberto 
Eco’s theory of interpretation, especially with respect to the “model reader” – 
not some kind of existing human reader, but the reader contained in the text as 
a textual strategy –, its freedom to fill in gaps in the narrative within the bound-
aries of the intentio operis, and the extra-textual (“encyclopaedic”) knowledge 
it employs to do so. When there are indications in the text that a given geo-
graphical setting qualifies as “thematized space,” such as repeated reference to 
the setting in question in the direct or wider context, emphatic narrative asides, 
or striking textual structures (see chapter 1 above), I have inquired how the 
model reader will likely have understood its significance. Attention has been 
given especially to a possible relation with the character description of John 
the Baptist – since narrative space is “[a]t its most basic level … the environ-
ment in which story-internal characters move about and live”1 –, to the model 
reader’s real world knowledge and to Old Testament traditions activated by the 
model reader in understanding the geographical setting in question. 

In chapter 2, I have discussed the model reader’s potential encyclopaedia – 
potential, because reconstructing the encyclopaedia of the model reader of a 
particular text requires interaction with the text in question. I have done so by 
providing a survey of the historical-geographical circumstances in the Jordan 
Valley of the early Roman period and a survey of Old Testament traditions 
associated with the Jordan Valley. It turns out that the Jordan Valley, despite 
its semi-arid climate (which was, however, somewhat more humid than it is 
today) was a populated area, containing many settlements and even cities, prof-
iting from the rich agricultural and economic opportunities offered by the fer-
tile and flat surface of the valley. During most of the year the river itself was 
not an unsurmountable obstacle and in addition to probably many fords with 
local significance, at least two major roads, one between Scythopolis and Pella, 
the other between Jericho and Livias/Julias, crossed the river in east-west di-
rection. In the Old Testament, the Jordan River primarily functions as the bor-
der of the promised land, especially so in the wilderness-conquest traditions. 
Additionally, the valley is remembered as a place of judgement (in relation to 
Sodom), a place of divine providence and purification (in the Elijah-Elisha tra-
ditions), and as a place of eschatological restoration (in Ezekiel’s vision). The 

                                                            
1 Sabine Buchholz and Manfred Jahn, “Space in Narrative,” in Routledge Encyclopedia 

of Narrative Theory, ed. David Herman, Manfred Jahn, and Marie-Laure Ryan (London: 
Routledge, 2005), 552. 
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oft-voiced claim that actions set in the Jordan Valley in the early Roman period 
naturally evoked wilderness-conquest traditions is not supported by the evi-
dence. In the early first century CE crossing the river in east-west direction did 
not coincide with leaving Gentile territory and entering Jewish land. Moreover, 
early Jewish stories with a geographical setting in the Jordan area show that 
exodus-conquest-tradition can be alluded to, but that this is not necessarily the 
case. In 1 Maccabees, the narratival account of Jonathan’s deliverance from 
Bacchides alludes to exodus conquest traditions, but in the account of the Mac-
cabean campaign in Transjordan (1 Macc 5), the crossing of the Jordan has no 
more signifance than marking a change of scenes. Likewise in Josephus, the 
story of Theudas alludes to exodus-conquest traditions, but at other times the 
banks of the Jordan function as no more than just a military strategic location 
(Alexander Janaeus’s battle against Ptolemy Lathyrus), or even as a place of 
defeat in the aftermath of Placidus’s battle. It follows that the significance of a 
geographical setting in the Jordan Valley cannot be assumed to be self-evident. 
The claim that the location of John’s baptism necessarily connects John’s bap-
tism to exodus-conquest traditions is based on a selective reading of the evi-
dence. There is no other way of determining the significance of the wilderness 
and the River Jordan as a geographical setting than to do so on the basis of 
indications given in the text itself. The significance of the geographical setting 
in question must therefore be determined afresh in each passage. 

In chapter 3 I have discussed John the Baptist’s whereabouts in Mark’s Gos-
pel. In this Gospel, the Baptist functions as a forerunner, a parallel character to 
Jesus: what happens to John anticipates what will happen to Jesus, even though 
John at all times remains subordinate to Jesus. John’s preaching in the wilder-
ness anticipates the revelation of God’s salvation, announced by the returned 
Elijah. The evidence does not, however, support the idea that the Markan set-
ting of the Baptist’s ministry or the reference to Isa 40:3 refers to the announce-
ment of a new exodus. With respect to the Baptist’s execution, the Galilean 
setting suggested in Mark’s Gospel again anticipates Jesus’s fate, but – in re-
lation to the Gospel’s wider use of geography – also marks the difference be-
tween them: the final appearance of both John and Jesus is in Galilee (either 
narrated or anticipated), but John is dead and Jesus is alive. In Mark’s Gospel, 
the geographical settings in which the Baptist appears thus contribute to Mark’s 
characterisation of the Baptist as Jesus’s forerunner who nevertheless remains 
in a subordinate position. 

Chapter 4 is devoted to Q. In spite of the uncertainties pertaining to the ex-
tent, wording, character, and even the very existence of Q, I have argued that 
it is indeed possible to discuss John’s geographical setting in Q. In contrast to 
the International Q Project, I have judged the evidence for including in Q 
John’s appearance “in the environs of the Jordan” (allegedly Q 3:3) insuffi-
cient. John’s presence in the wilderness is, however, attested in Q and contrib-
utes to the ambiguous way John’s identity is depicted in relation to Jesus: more 
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than a prophet, but still outside the kingdom of God (Q 7:18–35). On the one 
hand, the reader learns that from the outset John was in the wilderness, which 
in the opening passages of Q functions as the place where Jesus defeats Satan. 
On the other hand, John remains in the wilderness when Jesus moves around 
from village to village announcing the kingdom of God and the wilderness (in 
the final part of Q) becomes the place where the kingdom of God is not to be 
found. 

In the Gospel of Matthew (chapter 5) the adjustment of Mark’s ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ 
(Mark 1:4) to ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ τῆς Ἰουδαίας (Matt 3:1) shows how closely Mat-
thew’s Baptist is tied to Judea, which in its Matthean definition covers the 
southern part of Palestine including the land east of the Jordan. John’s appear-
ance in “the wilderness of Judea” – presents him as a parallel character to Jesus, 
whose first appearance is in “Bethlehem of Judea” (2:1), whereas the location 
of Jesus’s preaching (4:17) identifies the latter as the greater of the two. More-
over, the reference to Judea forms an indispensable link in the parallel itiner-
aries in Matthew 1–4, anticipating Jesus’s final journey to Jerusalem. With re-
spect to John’s imprisonment and execution by Herod, Matthew suggest that 
these events happened in Judea as well, thereby reminding the reader not only 
of the hostility Jesus twice experienced in Judea before the start of his public 
ministry, but also anticipating the hostility Jesus will meet when he enters Ju-
dea for the third and final time. Throughout Matthew’s Gospel, John’s geo-
graphical setting thus contributes to his characterization as a parallel (though 
subordinate) character to Jesus and serves to highlight in anticipation the fate 
Jesus – Matthew’s main character – will have to face in Judea. 

In the Gospel of Luke (chapter 6), the portrayal of John the Baptist is dom-
inated by his role in salvation history and the geographical settings in which 
the Baptist appears contribute to this portrayal. In the infancy story, John’s 
birth is related to the temple and to “a city of Juda,” two biblical geographical 
settings which contribute to the Lukan emphasis on the rootedness of salvation 
in the Old Testament. John’s primary geographical setting is the wilderness, 
the place of divine revelation, a fitting place for a character who, like Jesus 
himself, is portrayed primarily as a prophet announcing salvation. The move-
ment into and out of the Jordan area, which is distinguished (although not 
sharply) from the wilderness sets John’s preaching and Jesus’s baptism apart, 
so to speak, thus emphasizing the importance of the events which in Lukan 
salvation history function as the beginning of the time of salvation. 

In chapter 7, I have discussed the places where John baptized according to 
the Fourth Gospel: Bethany across the Jordan (1:28) and Aenon near Salim 
(3:23). I have argued that it is not so much the exact location of these sites 
which is of importance in the Fourth Gospel, but the fact that these locations 
are outside Judea, separated from οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι. Judea is Jesus’s πατρίς, where 
he is nevertheless rejected. John, who in the Fourth Gospel is characterized as 
a reliable witness and as Jesus’s “best man” (3:27–30) who points away from 
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himself to Jesus the Messiah and Bridegroom, does not have his place in Je-
sus’s πατρίς. He remains at the threshold, testifying to the Lamb of God, who 
eventually will be glorified in Jerusalem, in the heart of Judea. 

In his passage on John the Baptist, Josephus (chapter 8) provides a geo-
graphical setting for John’s execution only: the fortress Machaerus, a symbol 
of Herodian power. John’s execution is presented by Josephus as a prime ex-
ample of Herod’s lawlessness and the reason for divine retribution in Herod’s 
defeat against the Nabatean king Aretas in response to Herod’s offensive mar-
ital affairs. By explicitly stating that John was executed at Machaerus, just after 
emphasizing its location near the Nabatean border, Josephus adds an ironic ring 
to the story of John’s execution, which contributes to the message of divine 
retribution he wants to communicate. 

In the final section of chapter 8, I have discussed the so-called “wilderness 
prophets” or “sign prophets” (like Theudas), since many scholars have inter-
preted the significance of the wilderness and Jordan in John’s ministry in the 
light of these figures. I have argued, however, that Josephus does not lend sup-
port to connecting John the Baptist to these figures – moreover, a separate cat-
egory of “wilderness prophets” may not even have existed. Nor does Josephus 
present the Baptist as a revolutionary; the reference to stasis in connection with 
the Baptist is better understood as an example of Josephus’s irony, in which 
Herod is unmasked as an incompetent leader whose marital affairs set in mo-
tion a disastrous chain of events, anticipating his downfall. 

B. Conclusions 
B. Conclusions 

The geographical settings in which John the Baptist is portrayed have thus far 
been studied almost exclusively in relation to the historical John the Baptist. 
The narrative-critical perspective which I have chosen in this study differs from 
such an approach in several respects. For instance, trying to reconstruct the 
whereabouts of the historical John tends to emphasize the similarities between, 
say, Mark’s “wilderness,” Matthew’s “wilderness of Judea,” and Luke’s “en-
virons of the Jordan,” without worrying about the different characterizations of 
these settings. A narrative-critical approach, by contrast, refrains from smooth-
ing out such variations because these might, in fact, provide the key to under-
standing the significance of the geographical settings in question. Likewise, 
identifying the place of the historical John’s execution understandably focuses 
on whether or not the accounts are in fact as contradictory as they appear and 
if so, whether or not harmonisation is possible. For a narrative-critical approach 
such questions are not relevant, since the emphasis is solely on the significance 
of the geographical setting in the context of the narrative in question. 

John the Baptist occurs as a character in various narratives generally be-
lieved to date from the first century CE. Without exception, John appears as a 
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minor character, whose actions serve to shed light on another character in the 
story, either Jesus (in the Gospels and Q), or Herod Antipas (in the case of 
Josephus). All narratives discussed picture the Baptist in one or more geo-
graphical settings. It turns out that these geographical settings without excep-
tion contribute significantly to the stories in which they occur. Although the 
specifics are unique in each case, a common pattern can be discerned in that 
the geographical settings in which the Baptist appears contribute to the relation 
between the Baptist and Jesus, or (in the case of Josephus) the Baptist and 
Herod Antipas. As has become clear in the previous section, in Mark’s Gospel 
the geographical settings of John’s ministry and his execution support his char-
acterization as a forerunner to Jesus who nevertheless remains subordinate to 
him. In Q, John’s continuing presence in the wilderness illustrates the ambigu-
ity of Jesus’s judgement on the Baptist, since the wilderness is the setting where 
in Q’s opening passages Jesus defeats satan, but where at the end of Q the 
Messiah is not to be found. In Matthew’s Gospel, John’s initial appearance in 
Judea parallels that of Jesus (besides contributing to the pattern of parallel itin-
eraries of Jesus in chapter 1–4), whereas his execution in Judea anticipates Je-
sus’s fate. In Luke’s Gospel the geographical settings associated with the Bap-
tist in Luke 1–2 serve to emphasize the rootedness of salvation in the Old Tes-
tament era, whereas the movement into and out of the Jordan area in connection 
with the Baptist’s ministry serves to mark the beginning of the Jesus era. In the 
Fourth Gospel, the geographical settings in which the Baptist appears (outside 
Judea) serve to emphasize John’s subordinate role to Jesus, who – in contrast 
to John – does come to Judea, to “his own.” In Josephus’s passage on the Bap-
tist the fortress Machaerus where John is executed contributes to Josephus’s 
theme of divine retribution, since it is also the place where Antipas’s lawless-
ness and incompetence become apparent and where Antipas suffers defeat 
against the Nabatean king Aretas. 

The specific geographical settings ascribed to the Baptist differ from narra-
tive to narrative. This is most poignantly so with respect to John’s place of 
execution, which Josephus identifies as the fortress Machaerus, located at the 
Perean/Nabatean border, whereas Mark suggests that the Baptist was killed in 
Galilee, and Matthew hints at his execution in Judea. Differences in the iden-
tification of geographical settings appear even in situations of literary depend-
ence: Mark’s ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ … ἐν τῷ Ἰορδάνῃ ποταμῷ (Mark 1:4–5), for in-
stance, becomes ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ τῆς Ἰουδαίας … ἐν τῷ Ἰορδάνῃ ποταμῷ in Mat-
thew (Matt 3:1, 6), and εἰς πᾶσαν [τὴν] περίχωρον τοῦ Ἰορδάνου in Luke (Luke 
3:3). For the (model) authors in question, the function of these geographical 
settings in the narratives, i.e. their contribution to the characterization of the 
Baptist in relation to the main character of the story, is of more importance than 
the exact whereabouts of the narrated events. Apparently, in ancient texts, even 
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ancient non-fictional texts,2 the geographical setting of a certain event is not 
considered something that needed to be preserved throughout tradition un-
changed. By consequence, treating such geographical settings as historical 
facts per se may run counter to the intentio operis of the work in question. 

The narrative-critical approach chosen in this study has thus proven to be a 
fruitful one. Most importantly, it demonstrates that the geographical settings in 
which John the Baptist occurs contribute significantly to the way the Baptist is 
portrayed in the narratives in question. Whereas it is problematic to determine 
the significance of the historical places associated with the historical John, as 
I have shown in chapter 1, in the context of a particular narrative it makes 
perfect sense to ask for the significance of the geographical settings in which 
John appears. A narrative-critical approach thus offers an additional perspec-
tive to the historical paradigm that until today dominates John the Baptist stud-
ies. Moreover, since most that can be known about the historical John is de-
rived from narrative texts, a narrative-critical approach is even indispensable, 
because it draws attention to the fact that John’s geographical setting – and one 
may hypothesize that this will apply to other narrative features as well – is 
never just a neutral piece of historical data, but serves a rhetorical function as 
well.  

However novel this conclusion is in the context of John the Baptist studies, 
it does not come as a great surprise in the light of recent studies on the role of 
space and place in biblical narratives. This work differs from these studies, 
however, in at least two respects. First, studies on place and space are typically 
limited to one narrative, whereas the scope of my work covers a range of sto-
ries, centered around one character. Second, many of these studies take their 
methodical point of departure in critical spatiality, based on the theories of 
Henry Lefebvre and Edward Soja, emphasizing the social constructedness of 
space which results in fluidity in conceptions of space and in conflicts between 
official representations of space and lived space. However, in order to avoid 
the risk of circular reasoning, I have followed a narrative-critical approach 
which does not assume that a conflict between different conceptions of space 
is necessarily present. The findings of my study show that in several cases crit-
ical spatiality is indeed a helpful theoretical framework for understanding the 
significance of a given geographical setting. The social constructedness and 
fluidity of space becomes clear, for instance, in Matthew’s definition of Judea, 
which is somewhat inaccurate from a historical-geographical point of view, but 
which results in effectively emphasizing Judea’s narrative role as a place of 
hostility. Fluidity becomes apparent as well, albeit in a different way, in the 
significance of the wilderness in Q, which initially is presented as a place of 
victory over Satan (Q 4:1–13), but which eventually turns into a place where 
the kingdom of God will not be found (Q 17:23). I have also found examples 

                                                            
2 See chapter 1 above on the John the Baptist stories as non-fictional narratives. 
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of conflicts between official representations of space and lived space – lived, 
that is, by the characters of the story. For example, in Josephus’s story on John 
the Baptist the fortress Machaerus, a symbol of Herodian power, becomes the 
place that symbolizes divine retribution. In the Gospel of Mark, the portrayal 
of Judea as the place of rejection of the Messiah and Galilee as the place of 
acceptance where Jesus will reappear after the resurrection, runs counter to the 
common view (the “official representation”) of Judea as taking priority over 
Galilee in early Jewish sources. However, not in every instance is such a con-
flict between perceptions of space attested. For instance, the environs of the 
Jordan where John preaches and where Jesus is baptized in Luke 3, are por-
trayed as somewhat isolated from the geographical settings in the surrounding 
narrative, but there are no conflicting perceptions of this geographical setting. 
Moreover, an approach from critical spatiality tends to focus primarily on con-
flicting perceptions of space, whereas my findings suggest that even when such 
conflicting perceptions are attested, the emphasis is still more on the contribu-
tion of geographical setting to characterization of John the Baptist, than on the 
conflict in spatial conceptions itself. It follows that on the one hand critical 
spatiality does indeed offer a theoretical framework that can significantly help 
to understand the role of a given geographical setting in a narrative context. On 
the other, though, one is advised not to embrace critical spatiality as the over-
arching or even exclusive point of departure in studying the role of geograph-
ical setting, since this may result in a too narrow view of what is going on in 
the narratives under consideration. 

C. Suggestions for Further Study 
C. Suggestions for Further Study 

On the basis of the current work, several suggestions for further study can be 
made. Since the method applied in this study has generated fruitful results, it 
may be expected that equally useful results will be found when applying this 
approach with a different scope than I have taken in this study. John the Baptist 
is only one of many biblical characters who is portrayed in geographical set-
tings. Many other biblical characters are portrayed in various geographical set-
tings and some of these occur in various narratives as well – how are the set-
tings in which these figures occur related to the characterization of these char-
acters? Do geographical settings related to major characters function similar to 
those in which the Baptist occurs, who is, after all, only a minor character in 
the narratives under consideration in this study? In the Gospels, the main char-
acter is, of course, Jesus. Do the settings in which he appears have a compara-
ble rhetorical function as those in the chapters above, subordinate to the larger 
story the (model) author is telling, or are the whereabouts of Jesus in the Gos-
pels treated differently? 
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With respect to John the Baptist, I have limited my view to texts generally 
believed to date from the first century CE. There are, however, other extant 
texts, written in subsequent centuries, in which the Baptist appears in one or 
more geographical settings (see chapter 1 above). Some of these settings are 
derived from the canonical Gospels. This applies, for instance, to John’s min-
istry at the Jordan in the Gospel of the Ebionites (Epiphanius, Pan. 30.13.6) 
and it will be interesting to see whether or not this setting is employed similar 
to Matthew’s use of the Jordan, since the Gospel of the Ebionites is allegedly 
related to Matthew’s Gospel (Epiphanius, Pan. 30.13.2). The findings summa-
rized above, however, suggest that this is not necessarily the case: even though 
Matthew and Luke adopt Q’s saying of Jesus about John in the wilderness (Q 
7:24–26; cf. Mat 11:7–9; Luke 7:24–26), they do not adopt Q’s rhetoric con-
cerning the wilderness, but incorporate this geographical setting into their own 
distinctive ways in which they make use of geographical settings. In other 
cases, the Baptist appears in a geographical setting which is foreign to the nar-
ratives under investigation in this study. This applies, for instance, to the In-
fancy Gospel of James, in which Elizabeth takes the infant John and finds a 
place of hiding in the wilderness, where they are kept safe from the murderous 
king Herod (Inf. Gos. James 22.1–9). Perhaps one of the most interesting texts 
to focus on for further study, is the Mandaean Book of John, since this is one 
of the very few works in which John is not a minor character, but the protago-
nist of the traditions recorded. 

The settings in which John the Baptist occurs only constitute a very small 
percentage of the geographical settings in each of the narratives in question. 
However, instead of focusing on the whereabouts of one character only – be it 
John the Baptist or another one – one might consider investigating all geo-
graphical settings in a given narrative, in order to gain a more complete picture 
of the narrative-critical significance of these settings in the narrative in ques-
tion. A truly challenging, but probably also rewarding project that will be. 

Narrative-critical approaches such as the one I adopted in this study have 
been fruitfully applied to various parts of Josephus. However, with respect to 
the final books of the Jewish War and the final books of the Jewish Antiquities, 
much work still has to be done. An obvious suggestion for further study con-
cerns the prophetic figures portrayed by Josephus as acting in the wilderness. 
In chapter 8 I have suggested, in contrast to scholarly consensus, that when the 
pertaining passages from Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities are read in their literary 
contexts, these prophetic figures do not constitute a separate category of early 
Jewish prophets at all, but are portrayed the way they are as a result of the focus 
in Josephus’s narrative. Even though it might be too early to conclude that such 
a separate category of wilderness prophets may actually never have existed, 
there is every reason to reassess the literary and historical evidence for the fig-
ures in question in Josephus’s Jewish War, the reference to such figures in the 
Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles, and possible other sources. Who knows 
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whether this will lead to a lucky and unexpected bycatch of the present study 
on the significance of the geographical settings in which John the Baptist is 
portrayed. 

The suggestions above are concerned with a wider application of the narra-
tive-critical approach to geographical settings and characters adopted in the 
current study. A more fundamental methodological issue concerns the relation 
between narrative-critical and historical-critical approaches, especially since 
the texts under investigation in this study coincide with the documents accepted 
as historical sources in studies on the historical John. In discussing these texts 
I have left historical questions largely out of consideration, in order to focus 
entirely on the significance of a given geographical setting from a narrative-
critical perspective. In some cases, for instance Josephus’s reference to 
Machaerus as the place of John’s execution (Ant. 18.119), I have shown that 
the location in question is significant from a narrative-critical perspective, 
whereas in reconstructions of the historical John the location in question is 
usually simply accepted as a historical piece of data. In fact, I believe to have 
convincingly shown that none of the geographical settings in which the Baptist 
is portrayed is “just a historical piece of data,” but on the contrary has narrative 
significance. However, arguing that a narrative-critical perspective is all that 
counts, would be equally one-sided. I suggest that the results of narrative-crit-
ical research be incorporated in the historical-critical evaluation of the histori-
cal sources. I am aware that this suggestion considerably complicates historical 
reconstruction and is rather similar to the reservations John Reumann made 
with respect to studies of the historical John many years ago.3 Yet, I believe 
that such an integration of different perspectives, however methodically chal-
lenging this will undoubtedly prove to be, is unavoidable in order to do justice 
to the character of the historical sources and therefore the best way to make 
progress in the study of the historical John. 

Suggestions for further study like those made above are hopes for the future. 
In the meantime, the present work demonstrates that in the first-century texts 
under discussion the geographical settings in which John the Baptist appears 
carries narrative significance by contributing to the characterization of the Bap-
tist in relation to some of the major themes in the stories in question. The sig-
nificance of the geographical settings discussed thus contribute to our insight 
in the role these first-century narratives ascribe to the intruiging figure of John 
the Baptist. 

                                                            
3 John Reumann, “The Quest for the Historical Baptist,” in Understanding the Sacred 

Text: Essays in Honor of Morton S. Enslin on the Hebrew Bible and Christian Beginnings, 
ed. John Reumann (Valley Forge, PA: Judson, 1972), 187. See chapter 1 above. 
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Summary 

This study is centred around the question what significance, if any, is to be 
attached to the geographical settings in which John the Baptist is portrayed in 
the first-century narratives in which he occurs. In contrast to earlier studies 
which pursue questions pertaining to the location or locations associated with 
John with the historical Baptist in mind, the focus of this study is on the sig-
nificance of the geographical settings in which the Baptist is portrayed from a 
narrative-critical point of view. The narrative-critical approach followed here 
builds upon Umberto Eco’s theory of interpretation, especially with respect to 
the “model reader” – not some kind of existing human reader, but the reader 
contained in the text as a textual strategy –, its freedom to fill in gaps in the 
narrative within the boundaries of the intentio operis, and the extra-textual 
(“encyclopaedic”) knowledge it employs to do so. When there are indications 
in the text that a given geographical setting qualifies as “thematized space,” 
such as repeated reference to the setting in question in the direct or wider con-
text, emphatic narrative asides, or striking textual structures (see chapter 1 
above), I have inquired how the model reader will likely have understood its 
significance. 

Before discussing the first-century narratives in question, the model reader’s 
potential encyclopaedia with respect to the Jordan Valley is reconstructed, in 
order to determine whether the geographical setting of the Jordan Valley was 
necessarily associated with wilderness-conquest traditions, as is often as-
sumed. This turns out not to be the case. During most of the year crossing the 
river was not too problematic and since the Jordan Valley was a populated area 
with rich agricultural and economic opportunities many people will have done 
so. In contrast to Old Testament times, however, crossing the river in east-west 
direction did not coincide with leaving Gentile territory and entering Jewish 
land or vice versa. Moreover, stories in 1 Maccabees and Josephus set in the 
Jordan Valley show that in such stories exodus-conquest-tradition can be al-
luded to, but that this is not necessarily the case. It follows that the significance 
of a geographical setting in the Jordan Valley cannot be assumed to be self-
evident, but must be determined afresh in each passage on the basis of indica-
tions in the text itself. 

In chapter 3 I have discussed John the Baptist’s whereabouts in Mark’s Gos-
pel. In this Gospel, the Baptist functions as a forerunner, a parallel character to 
Jesus: what happens to John anticipates what will happen to Jesus, even though 
John at all times remains subordinate to Jesus. John’s preaching in the wilder-
ness anticipates the revelation of God’s salvation, announced by the returned 
Elijah. The evidence does not, however, support the idea that the Markan set-
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ting of the Baptist’s ministry or the reference to Isa 40:3 refers to the announce-
ment of a new exodus. With respect to the Baptist’s execution, the Galilean 
setting suggested in Mark’s Gospel again anticipates Jesus’s fate, but – in re-
lation to the Gospel’s wider use of geography – also marks the difference be-
tween them: the final appearance of both John and Jesus is in Galilee (either 
narrated or anticipated), but John is dead and Jesus is alive. In Mark’s Gospel, 
the geographical settings in which the Baptist appears thus contribute to Mark’s 
characterisation of the Baptist as Jesus’s forerunner who nevertheless remains 
in a subordinate position. 

Chapter 4 is devoted to Q. In spite of the uncertainties pertaining to the ex-
tent, wording, character, and even the very existence of Q, I have argued that 
it is indeed possible to discuss John’s geographical setting in Q. In contrast to 
the International Q Project, I have judged the evidence for including in Q 
John’s appearance “in the environs of the Jordan” (allegedly Q 3:3) insuffi-
cient. John’s presence in the wilderness is, however, attested in Q and contrib-
utes to the ambiguous way John’s identity is depicted in relation to Jesus: more 
than a prophet, but still outside the kingdom of God (Q 7:18–35). On the one 
hand, the reader learns that from the outset John was in the wilderness, which 
in the opening passages of Q functions as the place where Jesus defeats Satan. 
On the other hand, John remains in the wilderness when Jesus moves around 
from village to village announcing the kingdom of God and the wilderness (in 
the final part of Q) becomes the place where the kingdom of God is not to be 
found. 

In the Gospel of Matthew (chapter 5) the adjustment of Mark’s ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ 
(Mark 1:4) to ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ τῆς Ἰουδαίας (Matt 3:1) shows how closely Mat-
thew’s Baptist is tied to Judea, which in its Matthean definition covers the 
southern part of Palestine including the land east of the Jordan. John’s appear-
ance in “the wilderness of Judea” – presents him as a parallel character to Jesus, 
whose first appearance is in “Bethlehem of Judea” (2:1), whereas the location 
of Jesus’s preaching (4:17) identifies the latter as the greater of the two. More-
over, the reference to Judea forms an indispensable link in the parallel itiner-
aries in Matt 1–4, anticipating Jesus’s final journey to Jerusalem. With respect 
to John’s imprisonment and execution by Herod, Matthew suggest that these 
events happened in Judea as well, thereby reminding the reader not only of the 
hostility Jesus twice experienced in Judea before the start of his public minis-
try, but also anticipating the hostility Jesus will meet when he enters Judea for 
the third and final time. Throughout Matthew’s Gospel, John’s geographical 
setting thus contributes to his characterization as a parallel (though subordi-
nate) character to Jesus and serves to highlight in anticipation the fate Jesus – 
Matthew’s main character – will have to face in Judea. 

In the Gospel of Luke (chapter 6), the portrayal of John the Baptist is dom-
inated by his role in salvation history and the geographical settings in which 
the Baptist appears contribute to this portrayal. In the infancy story, John’s 
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birth is related to the temple and to “a city of Juda,” two biblical geographical 
settings which contribute to the Lukan emphasis on the rootedness of salvation 
in the Old Testament. John’s primary geographical setting is the wilderness, 
the place of divine revelation, a fitting place for a character who, like Jesus 
himself, is portrayed primarily as a prophet announcing salvation. The move-
ment into and out of the Jordan area, which is distinguished (although not 
sharply) from the wilderness, sets John’s preaching and Jesus’s baptism apart, 
so to speak, thus emphasizing the importance of the events which in Lukan 
salvation history function as the beginning of the time of salvation. 

In chapter 7, I have discussed the places where John baptized according to 
the Fourth Gospel: Bethany across the Jordan (1:28) and Aenon near Salim 
(3:23). I have argued that it is not so much the exact location of these sites 
which is of importance in the Fourth Gospel, but the fact that these locations 
are outside Judea, separated from οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι. Judea is Jesus’s πατρίς, where 
he is nevertheless rejected. John, who in the Fourth Gospel is characterized as 
a reliable witness and as Jesus’s “best man” (3:27–30) who points away from 
himself to Jesus the Messiah and Bridegroom, does not have his place in Je-
sus’s πατρίς. He remains at the threshold, testifying to the Lamb of God, who 
eventually will be glorified in Jerusalem, in the heart of Judea. 

In his passage on John the Baptist, Josephus (chapter 8) provides a geo-
graphical setting for John’s execution only: the fortress Machaerus, a symbol 
of Herodian power. John’s execution is presented by Josephus as a prime ex-
ample of Herod’s lawlessness and the reason for divine retribution in Herod’s 
defeat against the Nabatean king Aretas in response to Herod’s offensive mar-
ital affairs. By explicitly statin that John was executed at Machaerus, just after 
emphasizing its location near the Nabatean border and associating Machaerus 
with Herod’s lawlessness, Josephus adds an ironic ring to the story of John’s 
execution, which contributes to the message of divine retribution he wants to 
communicate. 

In the final section of chapter 8, I have discussed the so-called “wilderness 
prophets” or “sign prophets” (like Theudas), since many scholars have inter-
preted the significance of the wilderness and Jordan in John’s ministry in the 
light of these figures. I have argued, however, that Josephus does not lend sup-
port to connecting John the Baptist to these figures – moreover, a separate cat-
egory of “wilderness prophets” may not even have existed. Nor does Josephus 
present the Baptist as a revolutionary; the reference to stasis in connection with 
the Baptist is better understood as an example of Josephus’s irony, in which 
Herod is unmasked as an incompetent leader whose marital affairs set in mo-
tion a disastrous chain of events, anticipating his downfall. 

This study shows, then, that whereas it is problematic to determine the sig-
nificance of the historical places associated with the historical John, in the con-
text of a particular narrative it makes perfect sense to ask for the significance 
of the geographical settings in which John appears. Although the specifics are 
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unique in each case, a common pattern can be discerned in that the geograph-
ical settings in which the Baptist appears contribute to the characterization of 
John the Baptist, in particular in relation to Jesus, or (in the case of Josephus) 
Herod Antipas. Furthermore, the geographical settings ascribed to the Baptist 
differ from narrative to narrative, even with respect to the place of John’s exe-
cution. Apparently, in ancient texts, even ancient non-fictional texts, the geo-
graphical setting of a certain event is not considered something that needed to 
be preserved throughout tradition unchanged. By consequence, treating such 
geographical settings as historical facts per se may run counter to the intentio 
operis of the work in question. The narrative-critical approach followed in this 
study thus yields results. It shows not only that the significance of geographical 
settings in the Baptist passages is not so much attached to a certain location per 
se, but is to be found at a narrative level, but it also contributes to a better 
understanding of the character of the Baptist in relation to the main characters 
and to major themes in the first-century narratives in which John the Baptist 
figures.



    

Samenvatting 

In dit onderzoek staat de vraag centraal welke betekenis verbonden kan worden 
aan de geografische settings die in verband worden gebracht met Johannes de 
Doper in de eerste eeuwse teksten waarin hij voorkomt. In het verleden is die 
vraag vooral gesteld vanuit het perspectief van de historische Johannes de 
Doper. De benadering in dit onderzoek is echter narratief kritisch van aard, 
waarbij de interpretatietheorie van Umberto Eco als uitgangspunt wordt ge-
nomen. Dat geldt met name voor het concept van de “modellezer” – geen lezer 
van vlees en bloed, maar de lezer die als het ware in de tekst zit opgesloten – 
en de vrijheid van die modellezer de leemten in het verhaal op te vullen binnen 
de grenzen van de intentio operis, mede op basis van de buitentekstuele (“en-
cyclopedische”) kennis. 

Alvorens de eerste eeuwse teksten zelf te bespreken, wordt de potentiële 
encyclopedie van de modellezer met betrekking tot de Jordaanvallei in kaart 
gebracht. Dit gebeurt vooral met het oog op de veel geuite gedachte dat een 
gebeurtenis in de Jordaanvallei onwillekeurig de associatie met exodus-landin-
name tradities moet hebben opgeroepen. De basis voor deze gedachte blijkt 
echter te wankel. Gedurende het grootste deel van het jaar was het niet zo’n 
probleem de Jordaan over te steken en gezien de relatief hoge mate van be-
woning en het belang van de handelsroutes die door de valley liepen, zal dat 
ook veel zijn gebeurd. Het oversteken van de rivier stond echter niet gelijk met 
het het oversteken van etnische grenzen, dat wil zeggen het verlaten of binnen-
gaan van Joods gebied. Bovendien blijkt uit 1 Makkabeeën en uit Josephus dat 
een geografische setting in de Jordaanvallei weliswaar kan zinspelen op exo-
dus-landinnametradities, maar dat dit niet noodzakelijkerwijs het geval is.  
Hieruit volgt dat de betekenis van een geografische setting in de Jordaanvallei 
niet onlosmakelijk met die plaats verbonden is, maar per geval moet worden 
bepaald op basis van gegevens in de tekst. 

In hoofdstuk 3 worden de plaatsen besproken die in het Marcusevangelie 
met Johannes de Doper in verband worden gebracht. In dit evangelie treedt 
Johannes op als voorloper van Jezus, als een parallel karakter: wat met Johan-
nes gebeurt, grijpt vooruit op wat er met Jezus zal gebeuren, ook al blijft Jo-
hannes altijd in een ondergeschikte positie. Johannes’ prediking in de woestijn 
loopt vooruit op de openbaring van Gods verlossing, zoals die wordt aangekon-
digd door de eschatologische Elia. Voor de gangbare gedachte dat die aankon-
diging van Gods verlossing in verband met Jes 40:3 een nieuwe exodus inluidt, 
blijkt echter onvoldoende grond. Marcus suggereert dat Johannes de Doper in 
Galilea ter dood is gebracht. Opnieuw grijpt dit vooruit op de dood van Jezus, 
maar op basis van de meer omvattende rol die geografie spelt in het Marcus-
evangelie als geheel wordt ook het verschil tussen beide karakters duidelijk: de 
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laatste (vertelde dan wel aangekondigde) verschijningen van Johannes en Jezus 
worden beide gesitueerd in Galilea, maar terwijl Johannes dood is, verschijnt 
Jezus er levend. Zo ondersteunen de geografische settings in het Marcusevan-
gelie de manier waarop Johannes als karakter wordt neergezet: de voorloper 
van Jezus die te allen tijde aan hem ondergeschikt blijft. 

Hoofdstuk 4 is gewijd aan Q. Ondanks de onzekerheden waarmee Q 
omgeven is, is er voldoende basis om de betekenis van Johannes’ geografische 
setting in Q te bespreken. Anders dan in de reconstructie van het International 
Q Project, zie ik echter onvoldoende basis om Johannes’ optreden “in de 
omgeving van de Jordaan” (wat Q 3:3 zou zijn) als deel van Q te aanvaarden. 
Wel wordt verderop in Q duidelijk dat Johannes optreedt in de woestijn. De 
betekenis die aan zijn woestijnoptreden verbonden is, illustreert goed de am-
biguïteit die Johannes in Q omgeeft ten opzichte van Jezus: Johannes is meer 
dan een profeet, maar staat desondanks buiten het koninkrijk van God (Q 7:18–
35). Die ambiguïteit wordt duidelijk in de verschuivende betekenis van de 
woestijn in de loop van Q. Enerzijds is Johannes van meet af aan in de woestijn, 
de plaats die in het begin van Q functioneert als de plaats waar Jezus Satan 
verslaat. Anderzijds blijft Johannes ook in de woestijn, anders dan Jezus die 
rondtrekt van dorp tot dorp om het koninkrijk van God te verkondigen, en 
wordt de woestijn aan het einde van Q tot een plaats waar het koninkrijk van 
God niet gevonden zal worden. 

Matteüs (hoofdstuk 5) past Marcus’ ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ (Mar 1:4) aan tot ἐν τῇ 
ἐρήμῳ τῆς Ἰουδαίας (Mat 3:1). Dit illustreert hoe nauw Johannes in het 
Matteüsevangelie verbonden is aan Judea, dat in Matteüs’ woordgebruik heel 
het zuidelijk deel van Palestina omvat, met inbegrip van het Overjordaanse. 
Johannes’ aanwezigheid in de “woestijn van Judea” staat parallel aan de eerste 
plaats waar Jezus verschijnt, namelijk in “Betlehem van Judea” (2:1), terwijl 
de reikwijdte van het gebied waarin Jezus predikt (4:17) duidelijk dat hij groter 
is dan Johannes. De verwijzing naar (de woestijn van) Judea is om nog een 
reden van belang. Deze vormt namelijk een onmisbare schakel in de parallelle 
reisbewegingen die Jezus maakt in Mat 1–4 en die vooruitgrijpen op zijn laatste 
reis naar Jeruzalem. De nauwe relatie van Johannes tot Judea gaat zover, dat 
Matteüs zelfs suggereert dat het in Judea is dat Johannes gevangengenomen en 
gedood is. Door deze suggestie te wekken, wordt de lezer niet alleen herinnerd 
aan de vijandigheid die Jezus daar tot tweemaal toe heeft ervaren voordat zijn 
bediening een aanvang nam, maar anticipeert Matteüs ook op de vijandigheid 
die Jezus er zal ontmoeten wanneer hij voor de derde en laatste maal naar Judea 
komt. Zo blijkt dat door het Matteüsevangelie heen de geografische settings 
die met Johannes de Doper verbonden worden bijdragen aan hoe hij als karak-
ter verbeeld wordt, namelijk als een parallel (maar ondergeschikt) karakter van 
Jezus: het lot dat hem in Judea treft, wijst vooruit naar het lot dat Jezus in Judea 
zal ondergaan. 
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In het evangelie naar Lucas (hoofdstuk 6) staat de rol van Johannes de Doper 
in het teken van de heilsgeschiedenis. De geografische settings waarin Johan-
nes verschijnt, dragen bij aan dit beeld. In de geboorteverhalen wordt de ge-
boorte van Johannes verbonden aan de tempel en aan “een stad van Juda”, twee 
“oudtestamentische” plaatsen die bijdragen aan Lucas’ nadruk dat het heil ge-
worteld is in het Oude Testament. De belangrijkste geografische setting waarin 
we Johannes aantreffen is die van de woestijn. Deze functioneert als de plaats 
van goddelijke openbaring en Johannes treedt er op als een profeet die het heil 
verkondigt. Opmerkelijk is dat Lucas de Jordaanvallei enigszins onderscheidt 
van de woestijn. De lezer maakt daardoor een beweging vanuit de woestijn naar 
de Jordaanvallei en weer terug. Het effect daarvan is dat de doop van Johannes, 
die in Lucas’ theologie het begin van de heilstijd inluidt, in verteltechnisch 
opzicht nadrukkelijk wordt gemarkeerd. 

In hoofdstuk 7 worden de plaatsen besproken waar Johannes doopte volgens 
het vierde evangelie: Betanië over de Jordaan (1:28) en Aenon bij Salim (3:23). 
Het gaat daarbij niet zozeer om de exacte locatie van de plaatsen in kwestie, 
maar om het gegeven dat deze plaatsen buiten Judea liggen, buiten het bereik 
van οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι. Judea is Jezus’ πατρίς, ondanks de verwerping die Jezus daar 
ten deel valt. Johannes, die in het vierde evangelie wordt voorgesteld als een 
betrouwbare getuige en als “de vriend van de buidegom” (3:27–30) die niets 
anders doet dan wijzen op Jezus als de Messias en Bruidegom, hoort niet thuis 
in Jezus’ πατρίς. Hij houdt als het ware halt bij de grens van Judea, waar hij 
getuigt van het Lam van God, dat uiteindelijk in Jeruzalem, in het hart van 
Judea, verhoogd zal worden. 

In de passage over Johannes de Doper in het werk van Josephus (hoofdstuk 
8) wordt alleen een geografische setting gegeven voor Johannes’ executie, 
namelijk het fort Machaerus, een symbool van Herodiaanse macht. Herodes’ 
executie van Johannes de Doper functioneert bij Josephus als een voorbeeld bij 
uitstek van Herodes’ wetteloosheid en als de oorzaak van de goddelijke 
vergelding die tot uiting komt in Herodes’ nederlaag tegen de Nabatese koning 
Aretas, die reageert op Herodes’ huwelijksperikelen. Dat Johannes juist in 
Machaerus ter dood gebracht wordt, precies nadat Josephus benadrukt dat 
Machaerus op de grens met Nabatea ligt, krijgt bij Josephus een ironische 
ondertoon die de boodschap van goddelijke vergelding, die voor Josephus zo 
belangrijk is, onderstreept. 

Het laatste deel van hoofdstuk 8 gaat in op de zogenoemde “woestijnpro-
feten” (waaronder Theudas), aangezien de betekenis van de woestijn en de Jor-
daan in het optreden van Johannes de Doper nogal eens wordt uitgelegd in het 
licht van deze figuren. Het beeld dat Josephus van Johannes en van de 
woestijnprofeten schetst, biedt echter geen steun voor deze gedachte. Sterker 
nog, het blijkt zelfs onzeker of die woestijnprofeten wel als een aparte categorie 
profetische figuren beschouwd moeten worden. Evenmin biedt Josephus’ 
beschrijving van Johannes de Doper aanleiding om hem te zien als iemand die 
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oproept tot revolutie. Dat Josephus spreekt over Herodes’ angst voor stasis naar 
aanleiding van Johannes’ optreden kan beter worden opgevat als een voorbeeld 
van een ironische ontmaskering van Herodes als een incompetent leider die 
door zijn huwelijksperikelen een desastreuze reeks van gebeurtenissen in gang 
zet, die in Josephus’ vertelling vooruitwijzen naar zijn ondergang. 

Bij wijze van conclusie kan worden gesteld dat hoewel het problematisch is 
betekenis te verbinden aan de historische plaatsen die in verband staan met de 
historische Johannes de Doper, het binnen de context van een specifiek nar-
ratief alleszins gerechtvaardigd is te vragen naar de betekenis van de plaatsen 
die met de Doper verband houden. Hoewel de rol van de geografische settings  
van geval tot geval verschilt, is de grote gemene deler dat deze bijdragen aan 
hoe Johannes als karakter wordt gekenschetst, in het bijzonder waar het gaat 
om zijn relatie tot Jezus, of in het geval van Josephus Herodes Antipas. 
Bovendien is van belang dat de geografische setting waarin Johannes de Doper 
voorkomt per tekst anders kan zijn, zelfs als het gaat om een unieke gebeurtenis 
als zijn executie. Kennelijk werd in de oudheid, zelfs in het geval van niet-
fictieve teksten, geografische setting niet beschouwd als een gegeven dat koste 
wat het kost ongewijzigd moest worden overgeleverd, maar als een gegeven 
dat ondergeschikt gemaakt kan worden aan de boodschap die wordt overge-
bracht. Hieruit volgt dat wanneer we een bepaalde geografische setting wél 
opvatten als een historisch gegeven zonder meer, deze interpretatie in strijd is 
of kan zijn met de intentio operis van het werk in kwestie. Uit het voorgaande 
blijkt dat de narratief-kritische benadering die in deze studie gevolgd is tot 
bruikbare resultaten leidt. Deze laat enerzijds zien dat de betekenis van geo-
grafische settings die met Johannes de Doper verbonden worden niet zozeer 
gelegen is in die plaats zelf of bij de historische Johannes, maar dat deze ge-
vonden wordt in de laag van de vertelling. Deze betekenis draagt bij aan een 
omvattender beeld van Johannes de Doper als karakter in relatie tot de 
hoofdpersonen en de belangrijkste thema’s in de eerste eeuwse vertellingen 
waarin hij voorkomt. 




