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John the Baptist, c. 1513-16
Leonardo da Vinci, Italian, 1452-1519
Oil on walnut panel
Musée du Louvre, Paris, France



Lectionary Texts for December 17, 2017 • The Third Sunday of Advent - Year B • page 1 

Texts: Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11 • Psalm 126 • 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24 • John 1:6-8, 19-28

 This haunting painting is believed to be Leonardo’s last painting, certainly his last masterpiece.  Holding 
a reed cross in his left hand, his right hand points directly to heaven denoting the coming of Christ, with 
the upward pointing finger parallel to the vertical shaft of the cross.  The chiaroscuro, the contrast of the 
light and dark, focus the attention upon both John’s face and his upward pointing arm and hand.  The 
gentle shadows permeate John’s skin tones with a very soft, delicate appearance, almost androgynous in 
its effect.  Many people have been critical of this work, in that John was normally portrayed as gaunt and 
fiery, living in a desert and surviving on a diet of locusts and honey. 
 
Leonardo was the out-of-wedlock son of a wealthy Florentine legal notary and a peasant girl, and little 
is known about his early life.  At the age of fourteen he was apprenticed to Verrocchio, whose workshop 
was considered one of the finest in Florence.  He worked in Milan from 1482 until 1499, moved back 
to Florence for a few years, returned to Milan in 1506, and then moved to Rome in 1513.  In the early 
1490’s he developed his habit of recording his studies of painting, architecture, the elements of mechan-
ics, and human anatomy, in meticulously illustrated notebooks.

Courtesy of LeonardoDaVinci.net

— Art curated and narrative provided by Norman Mahan

Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11
The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent 

me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to 
the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day 
of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn; to provide for those who mourn in Zion — 
to give them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of 
praise instead of a faint spirit. They will be called oaks of righteousness, the planting of the Lord, 
to display his glory.

They shall build up the ancient ruins, they shall raise up the former devastations; they 
shall repair the ruined cities, the devastations of many generations. For I the Lord love justice, 
I hate robbery and wrongdoing; I will faithfully give them their recompense, and I will make an 
everlasting covenant with them. Their descendants shall be known among the nations, and their 
offspring among the peoples; all who see them shall acknowledge that they are a people whom 
the Lord has blessed.

I will greatly rejoice in the Lord, my whole being shall exult in my God; for he has clothed 
me with the garments of salvation, he has covered me with the robe of righteousness, as a 
bridegroom decks himself with a garland, and as a bride adorns herself with her jewels. For as 
the earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, so the 
Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the nations.
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Psalm 126
When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dream.
Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with shouts of joy; then it was 

said among the nations, “The Lord has done great things for them.”
The Lord has done great things for us, and we rejoiced.
Restore our fortunes, O Lord, like the watercourses in the Negeb.
May those who sow in tears reap with shouts of joy.
Those who go out weeping, bearing the seed for sowing, shall come home with shouts 

of joy, carrying their sheaves.

1 Thessalonians 5:16-24
Rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will 

of God in Christ Jesus for you. Do not quench the Spirit. Do not despise the words of prophets, 
but test everything; hold fast to what is good; abstain from every form of evil.

May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and 
body be kept sound and blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you 
is faithful, and he will do this.

John 1:6-8, 19-28
There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness to testify 

to the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself was not the light, but he came to 
testify to the light.

This is the testimony given by John when the Jews sent priests and Levites from Jerusa-
lem to ask him, “Who are you?” 

He confessed and did not deny it, but confessed, “I am not the Messiah.” 
And they asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?” 
He said, “I am not.” 
“Are you the prophet?” 
He answered, “No.” 
Then they said to him, “Who are you? Let us have an answer for those who sent us. 

What do you say about yourself?” 
He said, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of 

the Lord,’” as the prophet Isaiah said. 
Now they had been sent from the Pharisees. They asked him, “Why then are you baptiz-

ing if you are neither the Messiah, nor Elijah, nor the prophet?” 
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John answered them, “I baptize with water. Among you stands one whom you do not 
know, the one who is coming after me; I am not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal.” 

This took place in Bethany across the Jordan where John was baptizing.


