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Chapter 1

Introduction and the status quaestionis
concerning the Diet of John the Baptist

“Insects are an important element in human diet in many
parts of the world, but they have long been taboo in
European civilizations.”'

A. Introduction:
The Baptist’s Diet in Synoptic Tradition

1. The Problem

Why do two NT authors present John the Baptist as eating “locusts and wild
honey” (&kpideg kol pwéAL &yplov, Mark 1:6¢||Matt 3:4¢)? Satisfactory
explanations for this attribution with regard to the historical Baptist, the
author of Mark and the author of Matthew have yet to be given. The present
study seeks an answer not only for the historical John and the Synoptic tradi-
tion, but also for the patristic literature, much of which reflects a fascination
with John’s diet, as well as the desire to emulate John as an example of sim-
plicity.

Much scholarly attention has been devoted in the modern period to four
actions attributed to John the Baptist in the NT gospels—most famously, his
baptizing in the Jordan River, but also his preaching a message of repentance,
having disciples and wearing clothing made of camel’s hair. Considerably
less consideration has been devoted to the peculiarities of another deed cred-
ited to John, namely his eating “locusts and wild honey” (Mark 1:6¢||Matt
3:4c). John’s diet has been largely or completely overlooked in many fine
monographs® and articles® on the Baptist, as well as in commentaries on Mark

! Marston Bates, “Insects in the Diet,” American Scholar 29 (1959-60): 43-52; here, 43.

2 Any number of studies of John or exegetical analyses of the Markan or Matthean pas-
sages, including the following monographs, have little or nothing to say on this issue: Knut
Backhaus, Die “Jiingerkreise” des Tdufers Johannes: Eine Studie zu den religions-
geschichtlichen Urspriingen des Christentums (Paderborner Theologische Studien 19;
Paderborn: F. Schéningh, 1991); Jean Daniélou, The Work of John the Baptist (Baltimore:
Helicon, 1966); Carl R. Kazmierski, John the Baptist: Prophet and Evangelist. Metaphor and
Social Context in Matthew’s Gospel (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1996); Marcus L.
Loane, John the Baptist as Witness and Martyr (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1969); Heinrich
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1:6 and Matt 3:4.* Given this omission in so many prominent studies, it is
understandable not to find mention of John’s diet in reviews of scholarship on

Peter, Johannes der Taufer in der urchristlichen Uberlieferung (Marburg: H. Bauer, 1911),
11-14, 60-7; Adolf Schlatter, Johannes der Tdufer (ed. W. Michaelis; Basel: Friedrich
Reinhardt, 1956); Roland Schiitz, Johannes der Tdufer (ATANT 50; Zurich/Stuttgart:
Zwingli, 1967), 28-30, 40-5; Jean Steinmann, Saint John the Baptist and the Desert
Tradition (New York: Harper, 1958); Robert L. Webb, John the Baptizer and Prophet: A
Socio-Historical Study (JSNTSup 62; Sheffield: JSOT, 1991), 51--2; cf. Michael Hartmann,
Der Tod Johannes des Tdufers: Eine exegetische und rezeptionsgeschichtliche Studie auf dem
Hintergrund narrativer, intertextueller und kulturanthropologischer Zuginge (SBB 45;
Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 2001); Christoph Gregor Miiller, Mehr als ein Prophet:
Die Charakterzeichnung Johannes des Tdufers im lukanischen Erzdhlwerk (Herders biblische
Studien 31; Freiburg: Herder, 2001).

3 For example, Ernst Bammel, “John the Baptist in Early Christian Tradition,” NTS 18
(1971-72): 95-128; Colin Brown, “What Was John the Baptist Doing?” BBR 7 (1997):
37-50; Knox Chamblin, “Gospel and Judgment in the Preaching of John the Baptist,” TynBul
13 (1963): 7-15; idem, “John the Baptist and the Kingdom of God,” TynBul 15 (1964):
10-16; Michael Cleary, “The Baptist of History and Kerygma,” ITQ 54 (1988): 211-27; An-
thony C. Deane, “The Ministry of John the Baptist,” The Expositor 8 (1917): 420-31;
Eberhard W. Giiting, “The Relevance of Literary Criticism for the Text of the New Testa-
ment: A Study of Mark’s Traditions on John the Baptist,” in: Studies in the Early Text of the
Gospels and Acts: The Papers of the First Birmingham Colloquium on the Textual Criticism
of the New Testament (ed. D. G. K. Taylor; Text-critical Studies 1; Atlanta: Society of Bibli-
cal Literature, 1999), 142-67; Paul W. Hollenbach, “Social Aspects of John the Baptizer’s
Preaching Mission in the Context of Palestinian Judaism,” ANRW 2/19/1 (1979): 850-75;
idem, “John the Baptist,” art. ABD, 3.887-99; Archie W. D. Hui, “John the Baptist and Spirit-
Baptism,” EvQ 71 (1999): 99-115; S. Lewis Johnson, Jr., “The Message of John the Baptist,”
BSac 113 (1956): 30-6; James L. Jones, “References to John the Baptist in the Gospel ac-
cording to St. Matthew,” AThR 41 (1959): 298-302; Edgar Krentz, “None Greater among
Those Born from Women: John the Baptist in the Gospel of Matthew,” CurTM 10 (1983):
333-8; Jan Lambrecht, “John the Baptist and Jesus in Mark 1.1-15: Markan Redaction of
Q?” NTS 38 (1992): 357-84; John P. Meier, “John the Baptist in Matthew’s Gospel,” JBL 99
(1980): 383405 (but see idem, 4 Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus [Vol. 2:
Mentor, Message and Miracles; New York: Doubleday, 1991}, 2.46-9); J. Ramsey Michaels,
“Paul and John the Baptist: An Odd Couple?” TynBul 42 (1991): 245-60; John W. Pryor,
“John the Baptist and Jesus: Tradition and Text in John 3.25,” JSNT 66 (1997): 15-26; John
A. T. Robinson, “The Baptism of John and the Qumran Community,” reprinted in: idem,
Twelve New Testament Studies (SBT 34; Naperville, IL: A. R. Allenson, 1962), 11-27; cf.
28-52, 61-6; D. Brent Sandy, “John the Baptist’s ‘Lamb of God’ Affirmation in Its Canoni-
cal and Apocalyptic Milieu,” JETS 34 (1991): 447-59; A. H. Snyman, “Analysis of Mt 3.1 —
4.22,” Neot 11 (1977): 19-31; Wolfgang Trilling, “Die Taufertradition bei Matthéus,” BZ 3
(1959): 271-89; Jeffrey A. Trumbower, “The Role of Malachi in the Career of John the Bap-
tist,” in: Gospels and the Scriptures of Israel (eds. C. A. Evans and W. R. Stegner; JSNTSup
104; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1994), 28-41; Christian Wolff, “Zur Bedeutung
Johannes des Taufers im Markus-evangelium,” 7LZ 102 (1977): 857-65.

* The following commentaries on Mark 1:6 have little or nothing to say about John’s diet
of “locusts and wild honey”: Paul J. Achtemeier, Invitation to Mark: A Commentary
(Doubleday NT Commentary Series; Garden City, NY: Image Books, 1978), 34-5; idem,
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the Baptist.” The same omission is evident in an important study of the Bap-
tist in (mostly Western) art through the centuries.® The disinterest of so many

Mark (Proclamation Commentaries; Philadelphia: Fortress, 21986); Edwin K. Broadhead,
Mark (Readings: A New Biblical Commentary; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2001), 21-3;
Larry W. Hurtado, Mark (New International Biblical Commentary; Peabody, MA: Hendrick-
son, 1989), 16—18; August Klostermann, Das Markusevangelium nach seinem Quellenwerthe
fiir die evangelische Geschichte (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1867), 22-3; Paul
Lamarche, Evangile de Marc: Commentaire (EBib n.s. 33; Paris: Gabalda, 1996), 38-9;
Dennis E. Nineham, The Gospel of St. Mark (Pelican Gospel Commentaries; New York:
Seabury, 1968 [1963]), 61; Vincent Taylor, The Gospel according to Saint Mark (Grand
Rapids: Baker, *1966), 156; C. H. Turner, The Gospel according to St. Mark: Introduction
and Commentary (London: SPCK, 1928), 12; Julius Wellhausen, Das Evangelium Marci
(Berlin: G. Reimer, Z1909), 4-5; Ben Witherington III, The Gospel of Mark: A Socio-
Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 73. Similarly, concerning the
relative lack of attention given to John’s diet in commentaries on Matthew: James
Montgomery Boice, The Gospel of Matthew (Vol. 1: The King and His Kingdom: Matthew
1-17; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2001), 49; Margaret Davies, Matthew (Readings: A New Biblical
Commentary; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 41-2; David E. Garland, Reading Matthew: A
Literary and Theological Commentary on the First Gospel (Reading the NT; New York:
Crossroad, 1993), 33; Donald A. Hagner, Matthew (WBC; Dallas: Word, 1993), 1.48-9;
Douglas R. A. Hare, Matthew (IBC; Louisville: John Knox, 1993), 18-20 (but see idem,
Mark [Westminster Bible Companion; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996], 15); Dan-
iel J. Harrington, The Gospel of Matthew (SP 1; Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1991),
51; Albert Kirk and Robert E. Obach, 4 Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (New York:
Paulist, 1978), 37-9; Daniel Patte, The Gospel according to Matthew: A Structural Com-
mentary on Matthew’s Faith (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 48; Eduard Schweizer, The Good
News according to Matthew (Atlanta: John Knox, 1975), 46-7; Donald Senior, Matthew
(ANTC; Nashville: Abingdon, 1998), 52—4.

3 E.g., Gosta Lindeskog, “Johannes der Taufer: Einige Randbemerkungen zum heutigen
Stand der Forschung,” ASTT 12 (1983): 55-83; Jerome Murphy O’Connor, “John the Baptist
and Jesus: History and Hypotheses,” NTS 36 (1990): 359-74; John Reumann, “The Quest for
the Historical Baptist,” in: Understanding the Sacred Text (ed. J. Reumann; Valley Forge,
PA: Judson, 1972), 181-99. Given that Mark 1:6¢||Matt 3:4c has been overlooked by such a
great number of exegetes, it is perhaps not surprising that dxpic was not deemed to be of
sufficient theological significance to merit inclusion in G. Kittel and G. Friedrich, eds.,
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964-76). There is
also no entry for “locust” in the Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels (ed. Joel B. Green et al.;
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1992).

¢ Alexandre Masseron’s study, Saint Jean Baptiste dans I’art (Paris: Arthaud, 1957),
Figures 4, 12, 15, 16, 56, 60, etc., contains any number of paintings and statues of John’s
hairy clothing, but none of his ‘locusts’ or ‘wild honey.” This does not detract from the im-
portance of Masseron’s work, however. As is discussed in chapters 2 and 5, the common
omission among artists is perhaps not surprising, because this diet was unremarkable in an
ancient Near Eastern context and perceived as either extravagant or unpalatable by so many
Christian interpreters through the centuries. Additionally, more recent studies highlight the
scarcity of artistic depictions of Mark 1:6¢||Matt 3:4c: Friedrich-August von Metzsch,
Johannes der Tdufer: Seine Geschichte und seine Darstellung in der Kunst (Munich:
Callwey, 1989), 102, fig. 93; cf. 189; E. Weis, “Johannes der Téufer (Baptista), der Vorlaufer
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fine scholars in John’s food does not, of course, dismiss the value of their
studies. It does, however, show that Mark 1:6¢||Matt 3:4c is a commonly
overlooked biblical passage.

Various passages in the NT gospels offer additional anecdotes about the
diet of John the Baptist.” This monograph focuses in particular on Mark
1:6¢|[Matt 3:4c, according to which John’s food regularly included (v 6
Todvvng . .. £é66iwv, Mark 1:6) or was comprised of (] 8¢ tpo@n v
avT0D, Matt 3:4) “locusts and wild honey.” The remainder of this chapter
surveys these assorted Synoptic passages on John’s food before reviewing the
secondary literature on Mark 1:6¢||Matt 3:4c.

2. “Locusts and Wild Honey” in Mark 1:6 and Matt 3:4

As already mentioned, Mark 1:6 and Matt 3:4 present John in peculiar
clothing and eating a particular diet of “locusts and wild honey:”

Mark 1:6 Matt 3:4
kol v 6 Todvvng évdedupévog tpixog | adtog 8¢ 6 Todvvng eixev 10 Evdoua
KounAov o0TOD A0 TPLYDOV KOUAOV
Ko ovny Seppativiiv mept Ty dc@uv | xoi Lovny deppativnv tepl Thv 0c@ULV
V100 V10D,
Kol gafimv 7 8¢ tpoen AV odTod
AKpidug Kol LEAL Gyplov. Gxpideg kol nél dypiov.

John’s clothing is readily understood as an allusion by Mark (or his source)
to the OT prophet Elijah.® Despite the attempts of certain scholars, a connec-

(Prodromos),” art. Lexikon der christlichen Ikonographie (ed. Engelbert Kirschbaum et al.;
Rome/Freiburg: Herder, 1968-76), 7.164-90; here, 170.

7 The primary sources to be surveyed in this chapter are preserved in the Synoptics: Mark
1:6¢||Matt 3:4c; Mark 2:18||Matt 9:14||Luke 5:33; Q/Luke 7:31-35||Matt 11:16—19; Luke
1:15b. The descriptions of John the Baptist in Josephus (4nr. 18.5.2 [§§116-119]) and the
Fourth Gospel (John 1:6-8, 15, 19—42; 3:22-30; 4:1-3; 5:32-33; 10:40-41) make no mention
of John’s food.

8 Compare Mark 1:6b with 2 Kgs 1:8 (LXX): (dvnv deppotivny teplelmouévog thv
00@UV 0v1o0. Additionally, Zech 13:4 assumes clothing like that described in Mark
1:6a||Matt 3:4a as prophetic garb: “On that day the prophets will be ashamed, every one, of
their visions when they prophesy; they will not put on a hairy mantle (W& N77IR) in order
to deceive.” On this point see Eve-Marie Becker, “‘Kamelhaare... und wilder Honig’: Der
historische Wert und die theologische Bedeutung der biographischen Tdufer-Notiz (Mk 1,6),”
in: Die bleibende Gegenwart des Evangeliums (FS Otto Merk; ed. R. Gebauer and M. Meiser;
Marburger Theologische Studien 76; Marburg: Elwert, 2003), 13-28; here, 15—20; Paul
Joiion, “Le costume d’Elie et celui de Jean Baptiste,” Bib 16 (1935): 74-81; Philipp
Vielhauer, “Tracht und Speise Johannes des Tdufers: Bisher unveroffentlicht,” in: idem,
Aufsditze zum Neuen Testament (TB 31; Munich: Chr. Kaiser, 1965), 47-54; here, 48-53; cf.
Eberhard Nestle, “Zum Mantel aus Kamelshaaren,” ZNW 8 (1907): 238. In the patristic lit-
erature, the connection between John’s clothing and Elijah is recognized already by Clem.,
Str. 3.53.5; Or., Mat. Cat. 39.



