
John the Baptist and The Kingdom of God 

By KNox CHAMBLIN 

'I tell you this: never has there appeared on earth a mother's son greater than 
John the Baptist, and yet the least in the kingdom of Heaven is greater than he.' 

'Ever since the coming of John the Baptist the kingdom of Heaven has been 
subjected to violence and violent men are seizing it' (Mt. 1 1 : 1 1 f.) .1 

'Until John, it was the Law and the prophets: since then, there is the good 
news of the kingdom of God, and everyone forces his way in' (Lk. 16: 16). 

A. The Ministry of John according to Matthew 1 r : 12 and Luke 16: 16

'A7TO ••. 'TWV �fi,€pwv 'Iwavov 'T. {3. (a7TO 'TOT£, Lk.) is often 
understood to mean 'from the conclusion of the ministry of John.' 2 

However, there is good reason to believe that Matthew intends to 
include the ministry of the Baptist in the time when the Kingdom 
{Jia.{£-rat; and that according to Luke, John shares in preaching the 
good news of the Kingdom. 

Grammatically, a770 may be inclusive. 3 Three other Matthean 
passages where the construction a770 .•. €WS occurs, are instructive: 
20: 8: 'the last' are among those receiving wages. 23: 35: Abel's 
death is the first instance of 'innocent blood spilt'. 1 : 17: When 
Abraham is numbered first, David comes fourteenth (verses 2-6); 
likewise fromJeconiah to Jesus (verses 12-16). 4 Accordingly a1To ... 
€WS a.p-ri (II: 12) might be paraphrased: 'during both John's 
ministry and mine'. W. G. Kiimmel understands ews a.pn 'to express 
that the f3ia.{£a0ai and ap77a.{€w is merely a provisional happening 

1 Quotations are from the NEB, unless otherwise noted. 
2 E.g. H. Ridderbos on Mt. 11: 12: 'We shall have to understand [a1ro] in an

exclusive and not in an inclusive sense.John is on the threshold, he leads on from 
the old to the new dispensation; he himself still belongs to the old period' (The 
Coming of the Kingdom (Pres. & Reformed, 1962), p. 54). According to H. 
Conzelmann, 'Luke tries to see John in the line of all the other prophets. He 
stands before Jesus as the last of the prophets, not as an authentic eschatological 
figure.' The period of the Law and the prophets 'comes to its close with John, the 
greatest of the prophets, but his status does not carry him beyond it, for even he 
does not proclaim the Kingdom of God' ( The Theology of St Luke (Faber & Faber, 
1960), p. IOI). 

3 So D. Daube, The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism (Athlone Press, 1956), 
pp. 285 f.; and E. Bammel, 'Is Luke 16, 16-18 of Baptist's Provenience?', Harvard
Theological Review, LI, 1958, p. 103, n. 14. 

• Yet if David is counted as the first of the second series, verses 6-II, J econiah
comes fifteenth. 

10 

which will come to an end ... [The] limit of ews a.p-ri will be the 
future dawn of the consummated Kingdom of God when it appears 
[in power].' 5 But it is more natural to apply a.p-r_i speci�cally to the
time of Jesus' ministry, rather than to the entire period between 
John and the End. . . . According to Matthew r r: 16-19 (par. Lk. 7: 31-35) the m1mstnes 
of John and Jesus, though markedly different, are directed t� th�
same end-to declare the wisdom of God to their generation. 
Matthew 21: 23-27 (par. Lk. 20: 1-8) implies that God is the source 
of both Jesus' and John's authority. 

John stands within the Eschaton: His function is essentially _that of
a prophet (i.e. to announce, and prepare the people for, thmgs to 
come), 7 and yet in this very work prophecies of the Old Testa�e�t 
( = 'the Law and the prophets') are being fulfilled. 8 In Luke 1t 1s 
the beginning of John's ministry (not Jesus') that is carefully dated 
in terms of world history (3: r f.). 9 By all indications, in Acts 1 : 22 
ap!aµ,evos a770 ... means 'beginning with and including' (the 
baptism of John).10 In Acts 13: 23 ff. the announcement of the 
coming ofJesusprecedesthe summary ofJohn's work; cJ. Mark 1: 1-8. 
John indeed stands within the Time of fulfilment, if on the threshold 
of its brightest Day. 11 

In Matthew 3: 2 John announces: 'Repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven is at hand' (Rsv). C. H. Dodd (e.g.) believes these are words 

5 Promise and Fulfilment (S.C.M., 1957), p. 124. In Kiimmel's judgment the verse 
speaks of violence against the Kingdom (p. 122). 

6 CJ. TWNT, VII, p. 516; and J. Schniewind, Matthiius (Das Neue Testament
Deutsch), on r I: 19b. 

. 7 Mt. II: 9; 14: 5; 21: 26; Lk. 1: 76; 7: 26; 20: 6. 
s Mt. 3: 3; II: 10; 17: II-13; Lk. 1: 68-79; 3: 4-6; 7: 27. G. Bornkamm 

comments on Mt. 11: 12: 'John is herewith raised above all the prophets �efore 
him . . .  He is no longer the herald of the future only, but already belongs himself 
to the time in which the promise is being fulfilled' (Jesus of Nazareth (Hodder & 
Stoughton, 1963), p. 51). Thus John is 'far more than a prophet' (Mt. II: 9 f.). 
CJ. O. Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament (S.C.M

_.
, ,19;i9),_PP· �4-2�.

The Fourth Evangelist places the words ofls. 40: 3 on the Baptist s hps, and_m t�1s 
he may be closer to the facts than the Synoptics' (see C. H. Dodd, Historical
Tradition in the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge University Press, 1963), PP· 252 f.). 

9 AsJ. M. Robinson notes, The Problem of History in Mark (S.C.M., 1957), P· 23, 
n. I, 

l" 10 So J. M. Robinson, ibid., p. 22. He add�: 'Since neither Luke !1or the ear 1er 
tradition presents the twelve as having been w1thJes_us fr_om the �a\',t1sm_ on1 Acts. I:
22 must be looked upon as evidence of some theological interest m begmmng with 
John"' (p. 22, n. 3). See also Lk. 23: 5; 24: 47; Acts 8: �5· . . 11 In the words of Bornkamm: BetweenJ ohn andJ esus and their preaching there 
is a difference like that between the eleventh and the twelfth hours' (op. cit., P· �7). 
Accordingly Peter can speak in Acts IO: 37 of 'what happened lll;tely .. . startmg 
from Galilee after the baptism proclaimed by John'. J. M. Robms�m notes that 
Acts 1: 22 may be co-ordinated with Mk. 1: I ff., and Acts 10: 37 with Mk. I: 14 
(op. cit., p. 22). 

II 
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of Jesus (cf. 4: 17) wrongly attributed toJohn.12 But if71yy,1eEV is
rendered 'is near', and not 'has arrived', the saying is perfectly
suitable on John's lips: cf. 3: 7-12.13 The Kingdom is simply nearer at
4: 17. Furthermore, it may be inferred that at this point John's
preaching has helped to determine Jesus' own message. 14 In Luke

John is never expressly said to have preached 'the Kingdom of God',
but he is said to have 'evangelized' (3: 18)-and what is the
preaching of 3 : 7-1 7, if not a promise of, and a summons to prepare
for, the Kingdom?

IffJ,a,ETat (Mt.11: 12) is interpreted as a passive in malampartem, 
and fJtaaTa{ as hostile powers (so NEB), then it may be noted that

John suffers violence on account of his preaching ( 4: 12 ; 14: 3-II ; 
17: 12 f.). However, for reasons that cannot be given here, it is
perhaps better to interpret the verb as a middle, and the noun as
men eager to seize the Kingdom for themselves (cf. NEB margin).15

But does the Kingdom begin to 'force its way forward' as early as
the ministry of John?

To be sure, the Kingdom begins to 'come' in the fullest sense only
withJesus (Mk. 1: 14f.; Lk.4: 18-21).John is not reported to have
performed any mighty works such as gave evidence during Jesus'
ministry that the Kingdom had really come (Mt. 11: 5; 12: 28). But
he does announce, with singular authority (as the latter-day Elijah),
that the Kingdom is coming. His is the function of the 'herald' (Mt.
II: 10) whose message is so self-authenticating as to need no
corroborative miracles. His preaching has a widespread and pro
found effect (Mt. 3: 5; 21: 26; Lk. 3: 10-15; if. Josephus, Antiq. 
XVIII. 5: 2). If this earnest response is not a case of people's
'seizing upon' (Mt. 1 1 : 12) or 'forcing their way into' (Lk. 16: i 6) the
Kingdom, it does at least indicate their readiness to do so when given
the opportunity. What accounts for the people's thanksgiving in
Luke 7: 29, if not the realization that their favourable response to

John's message prepares them for entry into the Kingdom (cf. Mt.
21: 31 f.)?

12 The Parables of the Kingdom (Nisbet, 1941), p. 48. 
13 Part of the considerable amount of historical truth which Prof. Dodd detects 

in the Fourth Gospel's record of the Baptist's preaching, is that John 'aroused a 
widespread conviction that a divine interposition was impending, ... placed the 
ideal figure of the Messiah fully in the centre of the picture of the crisis .. . and 
declared that the Messiah was already µ,laos vµ,wv, though incognito, thus intensify
ing the expectancy' (Historical Tradition, pp. 300 f.). 

14 So Prof. E. A. Russell in his Tyndale Biblical Theology Lecture, 'John the 
Baptist and Jesus', delivered July 15, 1964, and to be published. 

15 By all accounts, Lk. 16: 16b and Mt. I I: 12 are based on the same saying of 
Jesus, the Matthean version more nearly representing the original. But on this 
interpretation of {3"1.,�Ta• and {3,aaTal, Luke's representation of the logion is 
essentially correct. 

Ill 

B. The Position of John according to Matthew 1 1 : 1_ I and Luke 7: 28

Thus John the Baptist preached the good news of the Kingdom's
coming and suffered for it. But does J�hn actually belong �o the
Kingdom he proclaims? The interpretation of A. Plummer 1s that
of many: John 'was not within the Kingdom which he announced.' 16
W. Marxsen says of John according to Luke: 'He himself does not
belong within the Kingdom; he stands before it.' 17 Yet Matthew II : 

11 and par. must be otherwise understood. 
According to the Synoptics, the Kingdom of God is both present

and future. Insofar as the Kingdom 'comes' in the present, it comes
with the ministry of Jesus. The response required of Jesus' hearers is
that they receive the Kingdom (Mk. 10: 15; cf. Lk. 19: 12, 15; 12: 32)
-in other words, gladly accept and humbly and trustfully submit to
the Herrschaft of God here and now.18 . . , . ,. But references to 'entering into the Kingdom (or hfe) or bemg m
the Kingdom' (Reich) appear to apply exclusively to thefature; see
especially Matthew 8: 11 (pat. Lk. 13: 28f.); 13: 43; 18: 1, 3 (cf.
verses 8 f. and par.); 20: 21; 26: 29 (par. Mk. 14: 25; cf. Lk. 22: 16);
Luke 22: 30. In Matthew 7: 13 f., the gate stands at the beginning
Of the narrow road but 'life' at the end. In view of such evid-

' 
, , , 0 ence Matthew 21: 31 (7Tpoayovaw); 23: 13 (ov,c ELUEPXEU E, 

elae;xoµ,evovs); and Luke 18: 24 (ela7TopEVOVTat: pars. have the
future tense) must be understood as futuristic presents.19 

Perhaps Luke 16: 16 (,rrcis els atJ'n}v {3,ateTai) is to be so under
stood. Yet for all Luke's universalism, it is doubtful that the verse
means 'All will (violently) enter the Kingdom.' The reference is to
the p:esent, the people's longing for th_e Kin�dom, . and t�eir
consequent readiness to seize upon a promise or s1g? of its �ommg.
1Tiis will include persons who respond eagerly to Jesus preachmg, but
who nevertheless misunderstand his words, read into them something
alien to their intention, or in time of testing fall away (Lk. 8: I 3). It
will include persons most zealous to 'enter the Kingdom', but who
are unwilling in the end to 'receive the Kingdom' on Jesus' terms
(see 13: 23-30, especially verse 24; and 11: 57). , . Thus according to the Synoptics' presentation of Jesus teachmg,

16 Commentary on Mt. 1 I: I I. 

11 Der Evangelist Markus (Vandenhoec!t & Ruprecht, _1956), P· 31.
1s This will invariably mean hearkemng to and obeying the words of Jesus (e.g.

Mt. 7: 21, 24). The only ones of Jesus' hearers to 'receive the Kingdom' are those

who 'receive the word' he declares (Mk. 4: 20; cf. verse 16 and pars.). 
19 SeeJ. Jeremias, The Parables of Jesus (S.C.M., 1963), p. 125, n. 46. In Mt. 13:

52 � µaa,>.dq. is probably a dative of respec� (Funk, Greek Grammar, par. 197).
c/ Jl Klostermann: either 'fur' or 'von' the Kingdom (Handbuch zum Neuen Testa

ment, in Im;.).
13 
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it is possible to receive, and thereby become a citizen of. the
Kingdom of God here and now; but to 'enter into' and be 'i�' the
Kingdom only hereafter. Both aspects are found in Mark 10: 15: 'I
tell you, whoever does not accept the kingdom of God like a child
will never enter it.' CJ. Phil. 3 : 20 f.; 1 Pet. 2 : 11.

On this showing, Matthew 11 : 11 b refers to the future Kingdom•
an� i_t is un�hinkable that John would be excluded from this-jus;
as 1t 1s unthmkable that the Patriarchs and the Prophets would be
excluded (Mt. 8: 11 ; Lk. 13: 28).

How does John stand with reference to the present manifestation
of the _Kingdom, i� th_e minis�ry of Jesus? As portrayed in the
S�noptlcs, the Baptist 1s the kind of person who is to possess the
Kmgdom (cf. Mt. 5: 3-10). Matthew-I 1: 8 (cf. 3: 4) suggests that he
was among the 'poor' whom Jesus came to evangelize ( 1 1 : 5). 2 o He
longed to see right prevail (Lk. 3: 7- 1 7). As the latter-day Elijah he
was the 'peacemaker'.21 He was persecuted 'for the cause of ri�ht'
(Mt. 5: 10; cf. 2 I : 32; Mk. 6: 20). He would urge his hearers to
repent (Mt. 3: 2; Lk. 3: 3) only after having done so himself. 22

There are indications in the Gospels that John acknowledged
Jesus to be the Messiah, before his imprisonment. If the Lukan birth
narratives are read as the history they purport to be it may b 
inf�rred that John in his youth learned that Jesus �as Messi:S
destgnatus. When Jesus comes to John for baptism, Matthew reports
'John tried to dissuade him. "Do you come to me?" he said; "I
need rather to be baptized by you"' (3: 14). 'This' (verse 17)
suggests that the word from heaven was directed to John (perhaps
among others). B_ut the singular 'he saw' (3: 16; par. Mk. 1: 10)
does not necessarily mean that Jesus is the only one to witness the
descent of the Spir�t (cf. Jn. 1: 32-34); or 'Thou' (Mk. 1: 11; par.
:1,Jc· 3: 22) that he 1s the only one to hear the voice. However, only
m the Fourth Gospel does John expressly identify Jesus with Messiah
( I : 15! 29-36, ,p), The absence from the Synoptics of such a
confess10n, remams a puzzle. 23

•• 2� CJ. W. Sattler, 'Die Anawim im Zeitalter Jesu Christi', in Festgabe fiir A 
Julicher (Mohr, !P27), p. �; a,r:d on the 'poor' ofQumran, S. Legasse, 'Les Pauvre� en Esprit et Jes Volontarres de Qumran' NTS VIII 1 962 pp 336 345. dJ Dupont, in Neutestamentliche Aufsiitze: Fests;hrift'Jur J.' Schmid (Pustet. ·1 963
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21 See Sir. 48: IO; and Strack-Billerbeck Kommentar III, pp. 8 f. 
22 Probably one reason for the restricted diet of John and his disciples (Mk . 6.

Lk. 7: 33; 5: 33) was to demonstrate their repentance and humility before'/:;' cl' 
CJ. C. H. H. Scobie, John the Baptist (S.C.M., 1 964), pp. 139 f. 0 ' 

23 See C. H. Dodd, Historical Tradition, pp. 290-30 1 .
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Jesus' own work begins in full only after John is imprisoned. 24 If,
when Jesus' work has reached a later stage, it appears to John that
Jesus is accomplishing less than Messiah would accomplish, the
question of Mt. 11 : 3 is quite understandable. This, I believe, is the
reason for John's question. 25 His earlier belief in Jesus as Messiah
now wavers. He is in danger of finding Jesus a stumbling-block
(11: 6).

How John reacted to the message of Jesus ( II : 4-6) can only be
conjectured. Perhaps his uncertainty persisted, but he is more likely
to have made a forthright decision about Jesus. M. Goguel thinks it
was unfavourable:

'The way in which Matthew and Luke relate the sending of the
disciples of John to Jesus seems to imply that, in the mind of the
narrators, John was not convinced. If the tradition had
thought the opposite, the evangelists would not have failed to
say that after having rendered the homage of a prophet to
Jesus John would have rendered it a second time, founded this
time upon the work which had been accomplished. Thus John
persisted in his point of view. After Jesus had left him John only
saw in him an unfaithful disciple and almost a renegade.'26 

But as Goguel acknowledges, 'the interest of the story centres in
Jesus and not in John the Baptist'.27 And had the narrators really
thought of John in the way Goguel imagines, would they have
added verses like Matthew II: 7-19 and Luke 7: 24-35 to the
account of Matthew I I: 2.;6 and par.? Would Jesus have spoken of
John in the terms of Matthew 2 I: 25-32, had he learned that John
reacted unfavourably to the message of chapter 11 ?

In all probability John was re-established in his original belief. If
so, not only is John to be 'in' the future Kingdom; he now 'receives'
the Kingdom as Jesus presents it. He is already one of the 'happy'
(Mt. 11: 6).

How then is Matthew 11 : I I to be understood? 0. Cullmann
renders the verse: 'He who is less [or, younger: namely Jesus] is
greater than he CTohn] in the kingdom of heaven.' 28 In Cullmann's
view the saying 'was certainly preserved to serve as a reply to the
chronological argument utilized by champions of the Baptist sect'. 2 9 

However, we may not attribute such an intention (or anything
24 Mk. 1: 14 f., and Dodd, ibid., pp. 292 f. 25 CJ. 'Gospel andJudgment in the preaching of John the Baptist', Tyndale House 

Bulletin, XIII, 1963. 26Jesus and the Origins of Christianity (Harper, 1960), p. 279. 27 Ibid., p. 278. 28 The Early Church (S.C.M., 1 956), p. 180.29 Loe. cit. 
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approaching it) to Jesus, or even to the Christians responsible for the 
source which both Matthew and Luke employ at this point. 3 0 

J The contrast of the verse is really drawn, not between John and 
'the least' in the Kingdom, but between 'the Kingdom of men' and 
'the Kingdom of God'. 31 If all belong to the former, only some 
belong to the latter. And the meanest32 citizen of the latter kingdom 
is greater than the greatest of the former-not because of superior 
merit (merit he may lack completely), but simply because he is a 
citizen of the Kingdom of God. In the words of R. Schnackenburg: 

'In human effort and in his prophetic function on earth John 
is the greatest, but everyone who is allowed a share in God's 
kingdom (it is not stated, indeed it is improbable, that John is 
not of their number) experiences an elevation in grace through 
God (Luke 14: 11) that cannot be achieved by even the 
mightiest human endeavour.'33 

30 See Scobie, op. cit., p. 201; J. A. T. Robinson, 'Elijah, John and Jesus', in 
Twelve New Testament Studies (S.C.M., 1962), p. 49, n. 49; and Dodd, Historwal 
Tradition, pp. 2g8-300. 

31 In a Johannine context the contrast might be described as between those 'born
of woman' and those 'born of God' (Jn. 1 : 13; 3 : 3-6). But the doctrine of the new 
birth is not found in the Synoptics. Whether John is adapting tradition like that 
found in Mt. 18: 3, is another matter (cf. Dodd, Historical Tradition, pp. 358 f.). 

32 µ.11<po-r£pos (in effect a superlative, in view of Mt. 11: 11a) is used for the sake
of strong contrast, but it also implies distinctions within the Kingdom of God (cf. 
Mt. 5: 19; 25: 40, 45). Yet in a more fundamental sense, all who would enter the 
Kingdom must be--or become---'the least' (Mt. 18: 1-6, ro). 

33 God's Rule and Kingdom (Herder, 1963), p. 134. 
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