
Second Reading  James 5: 7–10 
 

This letter is sometimes also referred to as one of the ‘Catholic Epistles’: 
the original meaning of the word ‘catholic’ being ‘universal’. 

It is in fact more of an exhortation than a letter, addressed to the Jewish 
Christians of Palestine. Their conversion freed them from the strict 
constraints of Mosaic Law and as a result some were inclined to lead 
dissolute lives. James seeks to show them that they must lead a life based 
on the ethical duties of the Law. This is on the lines of what the prophet 
Hosea taught : ‘What I want is love, not sacrifice; knowledge of God, not 
holocausts’ (Hosea 6: 6). 

For reasons of content and style, many now believe that an anonymous 
believer well versed in Greek and Judaism wrote this letter using the 
name of James. This practice was common at the time. It was made 
without any intention to deceive, but rather as a homage to the named 
person, reflecting the tradition of that author and thus giving the book 
authority. 

At the time, the Second Coming of the Lord, the Parousia, was expected 
to be pretty immediate, and its delay caused difficulties and complaints 
among the people.  

Here, the author (whom we shall call 
James) counsels patience, using an 
agricultural analogy. The desert climate 
in Palestine made the harvesting of 
crops very dependent on the rainy 
seasons: the autumn rains fell in 
October and November and the spring 
rains in April and May. 

With the Second Coming will come judgement. James uses the example 
of the Prophets, who exercised patience even when they were 
persecuted (see Acts 7: 52). 

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 


