
First Reading : Isaiah 35: 1–6, 10 

Scholars traditionally divide the Book of Isaiah into two, sometimes even 
three sections: Chapters 1–39, thought to have been written before the 
exile to Babylon; then Chapters 40 to 55, and then possibly 55 to the end 
(Ch. 66), which deal with the problems of the Israelites on their return to 
their homeland. 

Today’s passage belongs to the first section, but its themes and images 
are very close to those of the second section.  Its message of consolation 
presupposes the troubles of the Babylonian exile.  The reference to God 
coming reminds us of the support which the prophet promised that the 
Lord would give the Israelites on their return home.  

Chapter 35 is in sharp contrast to the previous chapter, which describes 
the destruction of Edom, located to the South East across the Dead Sea. 
The Edomites were the Israelites’ enemies; it seemed they had  colluded 
with the Babylonians and taken advantage of Judah’s misfortune by 
annexing part of that Southern kingdom.  

The words of vengeance and retribution might not sit comfortably with 
the image of our loving God. But they are to be seen as what a god, 
coming to the defence of his people unjustly crushed and oppressed, 
would do to restore justice and peace. 

Our God is coming, and his presence transforms 
both people and nature: from wilderness and dry 
lands to the splendour of Carmel and Sharon, 
from weary hands and trembling knees to joyful 
faces shouting for joy.  
The first people to be helped are those who are 
worst afflicted, the blind. St Matthew himself 
quotes curing the blind as a sign that the 
Messiah has come among the people, as in this 

week’s Gospel. “Are you the one who is to come or have we got to wait 
for someone else?” ask John the Baptist’s disciples, and Jesus tells them 
to go back and tell John, “the blind see again, the lame walk, lepers are 
cleansed … Happy is the one who does not lose faith in me” (Matt. 11: 5). 

Gospel   Matthew 11: 2–11 
 

John the Baptist in prison 
John has been arrested for speaking out against Herod Antipas marrying 
Philip’s wife, Herodias. Philip was Herod’s brother and was still alive at the 
time of the marriage. It is also possible that Herod feared that John was 
inciting the Jews to rebellion.  
He is detained in Machaerus, a fortress about five miles east of the Dead Sea. 
Despondent and anxious in his cell, hearing about Jesus’s deeds and realising 
they were different from what he had announced previously (see last week’s 
Gospel), John starts doubting and sends his messengers to clarify the 
situation. 
Jesus’s answer 
Jesus does not answer directly but quotes Isaiah (29: 18, 35: 5, 42: 18, 61: 1). 
Matthew emphasises that Jesus is the Messiah promised in the Old 
Testament.— a prominent theme in this Gospel. Jesus does not reproach John 
for having doubts. The messengers are simply to tell him what they  see Jesus 
do.  His deeds speak for themselves. 
Happy is the one who does not lose faith 
Being ‘Happy’ or ‘Blessed’ is an important theme for Matthew. We remember 
the beginning of the Beatitudes. They are words of assurance for all disciples. 
This is what awaits them as they work for the Kingdom, in spite of their 
doubts or fears. 
Reeds and robes 
Some scholars see an indirect allusion to Herod in this phrase. Images of reeds 
figured on Herod’s currency and he was renowned for his fine robes in 
contrast to John’s camel-hair garment. Others suggest that the swaying reeds 
refer to John’s doubts. 
John the prophet 
Jesus praises John. He is the messenger announced by the prophet Malachi (3: 
1). In fact John the Baptist is the last of the great prophets of the old order.  
The fulfilment of the Kingdom, promised in the Old Testament, announced as 
being imminent by John the Baptist, is realised in Jesus. We have here one of 
the major themes of Matthew's Gospel. 
The least in the Kingdom of Heaven 
John may be the last prophet, but to be in the Kingdom of Heaven is such a 
great privilege that the least important person here is greater than the 
Baptist. 

Prego Plus: Background Notes 

Third Sunday of Advent – Year A 

Our God is coming! 


