
Gospel  Matthew 3: 1-12 

Matthew presents John the Baptist as the prophet who forms the link 
between the Old and the New Testaments. His description of John's clothing 
recalls the austere dress of the prophet Elijah. (2 Kings 1: 8) 
Prepare a way 
Matthew is quoting Isaiah 40:3. In those days there were few surfaced and 
artificially made roads. All such roads were originally built by the  
king for his own use:  they were called the King's ‘highway’ and were kept in 
repair as and when the king needed them.  
John first appears preaching in the desert of Judea, the barren region west of 
the Dead Sea extending up the Jordan valley. The preparation that John is 
preaching is one of repentance, a change of heart.  
Baptising with water 
John baptising with water may have been related to the purificatory 
washings of the Essenes (a Jewish sect around the time of Jesus). Ritual 
washing had been practised by various groups in Palestine between 150 BC 
and AD 250.  
Brood of vipers 
John’s preaching is forceful and direct, especially when the Pharisees and 
Sadducees approach him. This is the first time they are mentioned in 
Matthew's Gospel, and both groups are seen in a negative light. It is in 
keeping with this that they are addressed as vipers, a snake whose presence 
is unsuspected and deadly.  
John warns them not to take salvation for granted; it is not their birth right. 
The Jews thought that Abraham’s favour with God was so great that all his 
descendants were safe in the life to come. 
Not fit to carry his sandals  
Matthew differs from the other Gospel writers when he speaks of 'carrying' 
Jesus's sandals as opposed to 'untying' them. This may reflect a later 
teaching that a disciple should do everything for his teacher just as a slave 
would for his master, except take off his shoes. 
A winnowing fan 
The Jews had not heard the voice of the prophets for 400 years. They 
believed that the Kingdom was to be ushered in by a judgement in which 
sinners would be condemned and would perish. This expectation was shared 
by John the Baptist, who portrays Jesus discriminating between the good 
and the bad, using the harvesting image of wheat and chaff. The winnowing 
fan was a shovel with which the threshed wheat was thrown into the air. 
The kernels fell to the ground; the light chaff, blown off by the wind, was 
gathered and burned up. 

Prego Plus: Background Notes 

Second Sunday of Advent – Year A 

Psalm 71 (72) 

This psalm asks for God’s blessing on a king.  

It was possibly used at the coronation of a new king in Jerusalem, a 
descendant of David, and it may have been repeated annually for the 
anniversary of his accession. 

For Ancient Israel, the king was almost divine, and God was at the heart 
of all things; prayers were said so that the king could ensure wealth, 
justice and peace – that is to say prosperity.  A society was deemed to be 
just in as far as everyone had enough to live. The success of the king was 
therefore not measured by his wealth and the strength of his army, but 
by the way he looked after the poor and the needy. 

For his people the king was thus an ideal leader, and they pray that he 
should be like the expected Messiah: the one anointed and sent by God 
to occupy the throne of Israel. The language used in this psalm is 
similarly Messianic, and the new king it extols is in fact the expected 
ideal king: the Messiah.  

Early Christians saw Jesus himself as the king acclaimed here. His rule is 
never ending and reaches the ends of the earth as they knew it. Jesus is 
the defender of the poor and the oppressed par excellence. His kingdom 
is universal and eternal. 

It is thought that the 
reference to ruling from sea 
to sea probably refers to the 
Mediterranean sea to the 
West, and the Persian gulf to 
the East. The Great River is 
the Euphrates.  

 

 


