
BACKGROUND NOTES  
 

 2nd Sunday in Advent—yr C 
 
 1st Reading Baruch 5: 1-9 

 
 

 

The book of Baruch is a collection of pieces which were too short 
to stand alone.  Its real author is not known as scholars do not 
think it was Baruch, the secretary of Jeremiah.  

All texts are set with the fall of Jerusalem and the exile to Babylon 
or other parts of the Mediterranean in 587 BC as a background. 
The author sees the exile as a result of the people of Israel not 
obeying the Law of Moses. 

The return home will take place when they have repented and 
changed their ways.  It is imminent. 

In the previous chapter, Jerusalem is personified as a prophet, the 
mother of the nation, wearing sackcloth and mourning for the loss 
of her children. 
In the passage we are reading and praying today, the author 
adopts the role of comforter.  

 

The time has come for Jerusalem to take off her mourning 
garments.  She is to wear a diadem (the Greek word is mitra, 
which has given us the word mitre) just as Aaron the priest did 
(Exodus 28: 36-37); it is a symbol of divine glory. 
The people will return from exile and the manner of their return is 
symbolic of their change of heart. 
They left on foot and come back carried like princes; they crossed 
a barren hilly desert and now can find shade under trees in 
pleasant valleys.  They are a joyful people returning under God’s 
guidance, assured of his mercy and love. 
The second half of the passage is modelled on Isaiah 40,41,49. 

Gospel Luke 3: 1-6 

“Prepare a way for the Lord!” 
Luke is very conscious that he is a historian as well as an evangelist.  He is 
keen to situate the characters in his story within the historical and 
geographical framework of the Roman world which his audience would 
understand. 

For Luke, John the Baptist is the last and greatest prophet of Israel and 
introducing prophets by putting them in their historical context is an Old 
Testament practice.  He lists 7 political and religious figures. 

In the fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar’s reign  
This constitutes the most precise chronological reference of all the Gospels 
and puts the baptism of Jesus towards the end of 27 AD.  
However, it is still imprecise because at that time different calendars were in 
use; they did not all have 365 days and so it is not possible to know exactly 
how long 15 years would have been. 

 Pontius Pilate ruled between 26-36 AD 

 Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great, ruled as tetrarch from 4BC to 39AD. 
The literal meaning of tetrarch is someone who rules a quarter of a 
country, but here the term is used more loosely and means leader of a small regional 
area. 

 Philip, Herod’s half brother, the most sincere and upright of the rulers 
quoted here. 

 Lysanias: little is known about him.  It was a common name for the Kings 
of Abilene, a region 20 miles north west of Damascus. 

 Annas and Caiaphas are high priests.  Annas held office from AD 6 to 15  
and retained enough influence to make sure that his entire family should 
be appointed to high office, including his son in law Caiaphas (AD18-36).  All cruel 
and powerful, these men give an idea of the strength of the opposition 
which John the Baptist and Jesus will have to face . 

The Baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins  
Ceremonial purification by water has its roots in the Old Testament (1 Samuel 
7: 6) but it can also be linked with the Qumran community, an early Christian 
community living an ascetic life in the hills overlooking the Dead Sea near 
Jericho.  They practised daily rites of purification with water which they saw 
as symbolic of their interior cleansing. 
A voice cries in the wilderness. 
In quoting Isaiah, Luke links his text with the Old testament and Jewish 
tradition.  The wilderness is often associated with a place where God speaks 
to his people.  It evokes the Exodus, Mount Sinai and the return of the Jewish 
people from exile. 
All mankind shall see the salvation of God 
Luke adds this line, not part of the original Isaiah quote, to stress the 
universal aspect of God’s salvation. 


