
The OT Prophecies of John the Baptist 
 
Intro:  When Mark presents his evidence that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of 
God, he began with the ministry of John the Baptist. He wrote that John's work 
was the fulfillment of two OT texts which he quotes (Is. 40:5; Mal. 3:1). 
 
As it is written in Isaiah the prophet, "Behold, I send My messenger before Your face, 
who will prepare Your way; the voice of one crying in the wilderness, ‘Make ready 
the way of the Lord, Make His paths straight.’” John the Baptist appeared in the 
wilderness preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins. (Mark 1:2-
4) 
 
Was Mark justified in taking these verses and applying them to John the 
Baptizer?  If so, what do they teach us about John and about Jesus? 
 
The prophecy of Isaiah 40 

Isaiah 40 marks the beginning of the second division of Isaiah. It is 
sometimes referred to as the book of comfort because of its introductory 
text: 
“Comfort, O comfort My people,” says your God (Isaiah 40:1) 
Isaiah had indicted Israel for her sins and predicted her captivity in 
Babylon. So wherein were God's people to find comfort? 

First God promised to forgive His peoples sins and to end their 
time of exile. 
Speak kindly to Jerusalem; and call out to her, that her warfare has 
ended, that her iniquity has been removed, that she has received of the 
Lord’s hand double for all her sins.” (Is. 40:2) 
Second God promised to return to His people and shepherd them. 

When Israel fell into apostasy the prophet Ezekiel portrayed the 
symbolic departure of the glory of God from Israel; but now that is 
about to change. Isaiah hears "a voice" calling out two key points: 

First a way is being prepared for Israel's God to return to her.  
A voice is calling, “Clear the way for the Lord in the 
wilderness; make smooth in the desert a highway for our God. 
Let every valley be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be 
made low; and let the rough ground become a plain, and the 
rugged terrain a broad valley;  Then the glory of the Lord will 
be revealed, and all flesh will see it together; for the mouth of 
the Lord has spoken.” (Isaiah 40:3-5) 
Second it is a promise that cannot fail because the word of God 
stands forever. 



A voice says, “Call out.” Then he answered, “What shall I call 
out?” All flesh is grass, and all its loveliness is like the flower 
of the field.  The grass withers, the flower fades, when the 
breath of the Lord blows upon it; Surely the people are grass. 
The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God 
stands forever. (Isaiah 40:6-8) 
Consequently, God is coming to recompense and shepherd His 
people. 

Mount Zion and Jerusalem are urged to announce, 
without fear of failure, a message of hope for Israel: 
Get yourself up on a high mountain, O Zion, bearer of 
good news, Lift up your voice mightily, O Jerusalem, 
bearer of good news; Lift it up, do not fear. Say to the 
cities of Judah, “Here is your God!” Behold, the Lord 
God will come with might, with His arm ruling for Him. 
Behold, His reward is with Him, and His recompense 
before Him.  Like a shepherd He will tend His flock, in 
His arm He will gather the lambs, and carry them in 
His bosom; He will gently lead the nursing ewes. 
(Isaiah 40:9-11) 

So then, this prophecy was given to give Israel assurance that her God 
would once more return to her. It is implied that God's return to rule over 
His people would only occur when they repented of sin. Therefore it was 
necessary that the way be prepared by a call to repentance; and this idea 
comes out more clearly in: 

 
The prophecy of Malachi 3 

Now many years later, Israel has apparently lost faith in God's promises. 
They have become lax in their service and questioned the benefit of serving 
Him. Once more they needed to be assured that God would keep His 
promise and return to His people. Thus God announces through Malachi 
the coming of a messenger to prepare the way for Him: 
“Behold, I am going to send My messenger, and he will clear the way before 
Me. And the Lord, whom you seek, will suddenly come to His temple; and the 
messenger of the covenant, in whom you delight, behold, He is coming,” says 
the Lord of hosts. (Mal. 3:1) 

Just as Isaiah declared the need for a way to be prepared for God's 
return, so also God through Malachi speaks of a messenger who will 
"prepare the way before me." 
His work results in the sudden arrival of the Lord himself who is also 
referred to as "the messenger of the covenant" (i.e. He is a new Moses 
to declare God's renewed covenant with Israel. 

Surely Malachi's hearers would have welcomed the prospect of such a 
coming of God; but God warns that, if they are to welcome it, they must 
change! Things will not be allowed to stay as they are! God's coming will be 
a time of either purification for the penitent or punishment for the 
impenitent. 



“But who can endure the day of His coming? And who can stand when 
He appears? (The purification of the penitent) For He is like a 
refiner’s fire and like fullers’ soap. And He will sit as a smelter and 
purifier of silver, and He will purify the sons of Levi and refine them 
like gold and silver, so that they may present to the Lord offerings in 
righteousness. Then the offering of Judah and Jerusalem will be 
pleasing to the Lord, as in the days of old and as in former years.  
(The punishment of the impenitent) Then I will draw near to you for 
judgment; and I will be a swift witness against the sorcerers and 
against the adulterers and against those who swear falsely, and 
against those who oppress the wage earner in his wages, the widow 
and the orphan, and those who turn aside the alien, and do not fear 
Me,” says the Lord of hosts. For I, the Lord, do not change; therefore 
you, O sons of Jacob, are not consumed. (Malachi 3:2-6) 

But you may be asking, "What does any of this have to do with John the 
Baptist?" 

 
John the Baptist was Isaiah's "voice" and Malachi's "messenger" who prepared 
the way for the Lord. 

This was first confirmed by the announcement of Gabriel to Zacharias 
John's father in the temple. 

But the angel said to him, “Do not be afraid, Zacharias, for your 
petition has been heard, and your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, 
and you will give him the name John. And you will have joy and 
gladness, and many will rejoice at his birth. For he will be great in the 
sight of the Lord, and he will drink no wine or liquor; and he will be 
filled with the Holy Spirit, while yet in his mother’s womb. And he will 
turn back many of the sons of Israel to the Lord their God. And it is he 
who will go as a forerunner before Him in the spirit and power of 
Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers back to the children, and the 
disobedient to the attitude of the righteous; so as to make ready a 
people prepared for the Lord. (Lk. 1:13-17) 
Note how the angel ties John's work to the prophecies of Isaiah and 
Malachi. He turns back the sons of Israel to God, turning them into an 
obedient people who would be ready for the Lord's arrival. 

Second it was confirmed by the binding and loosing of Zacharias' tongue. 
When Zacharias came from the temple, he was unable to speak until 
the day of John's birth; and when his tongue was loosed, he prophesied 
of the child's destiny with these words: 
And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Most High; for you 
will go on before the Lord to prepare His ways; to give to His people 
the knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of their sins, because of 
the tender mercy of our God, with which the Sunrise from on high 
shall visit us, to shine upon those who sit in darkness and the shadow 
of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace.” (Lk. 1:76-79) 

Third it was confirmed by the testimony of John the Baptist: 



They said then to him, “Who are you, so that we may give an answer 
to those who sent us? What do you say about yourself?” He said, “I 
am a voice of one crying in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of 
the Lord,’ as Isaiah the prophet said.” Now they had been sent from 
the Pharisees.  (Jn. 1:22-24) 

Finally it was confirmed by the actions of John the Baptist. 
John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness preaching a baptism of 
repentance for the forgiveness of sins. (Mk. 1:4) 
Perceptive students of Scripture would not have missed the association 
of the place of John's work with the prophecy of his work--"the voice 
of one crying in the wilderness." 
But more importantly, John's message was intended to prepare the 
people for the coming of their king. All throughout the OT it was clear 
that God would not reign over a sinful people. Just as He had 
withdrawn His throne from Israel because of their apostasy, so He 
would not return to them until they repented. And those who would 
not repent would be judged. Thus John primary message was "repent, 
for the kingdom of God is at hand." 

But we may finally ask, "What does all this have to do with Jesus?" 
 

Jesus is the God of Israel and the Lord who returned to rule over His people. 
In Malachi, whose messenger was it? The Lord says, "My messenger." 
In Isaiah, who was the one for whom "the voice" prepared the way?  The 
voice prepares the way for "our God." He prepares the way for "the 
Lord." Here in the Hebrew text the divine name is used that in some 
modern Bibles is translated Jehovah.  
What conclusion then would this lead us to about Jesus? 

He is not a mere man; for no mere man could be called by the divine 
name of Israel. 
He is the God of Israel, the one who revealed Himself to Moses at Mt. 
Sinai in the burning bush, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (El 
Shaddai), the one who created all things. 
He reveals more fully the mystery of God's being. Though one in 
essence, God is revealed in three persons. Thus we may speak of God 
as Father and as Son and Holy Spirit, distinct from one another yet of 
one essence. 
Those wearing the ironic title "Jehovah's Witnesses" do not speak the 
truth about the one whose name they want to wear. For they teach that 
Jesus is neither God nor Jehovah, but "a" god, the first created being of 
the one and only divine being, Jehovah. 
Mark then, reveals the mystery of the divine being by identifying Jesus 
with "the Lord" of the OT, but at the same time acknowledging Him as 
"the Christ, the Son of God." 

What difference does it make that we know this? 
  

Some practical applications. 



If we understand how Mark used the Scripture we able to say that he properly 
applied the prophecies of the coming Lord. Thus, we have a clear indication in 
the OT of a coming forerunner who would identify the Christ to us. 
We have a deeper understanding of the nature of God as three persons. 
We have a motivation to believe in Jesus as God and as the one who reigns 
over the kingdom of God. 
We have an understanding of who makes up the kingdom of God. It is only 
those who have repented and have been baptized who are qualified to belong 
to the kingdom of God. God does not allow the impenitent to be a part of His 
kingdom.. 
 

Conclusion: No wonder then Mark called this episode "the beginning of the good 
news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God." The good news is that God's rule over 
mankind has been restored. He has come to earth to rule over those who are 
willing to repent. We can be a part of His kingdom if we will repent and turn to 
Him in baptism. 


