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John 1:19-34

In the first 18 verses of chapter 1, John touches on a lot of ideas and themes that he will return to throughout his account of the Gospel; which is, of course, the life of Jesus.  He has already mentioned the fact that God directly sent a man to testify that the Messiah was coming and was already among them.  

John the apostle spends some time recording the witness of John the Baptist.  All the Gospel accounts record some of the work of John the Baptist and they have different points that they are making so they have different focuses.  The apostle is interested in John’s witness and asserting that he is the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy.  

John’s Gospel is the only one that records the messengers sent by some of the leading Jews to question John about who he is and his activities.  Matthew tells us that some of the religious leaders came to him for baptism, but he called them “a brood of vipers” because he knew of their hypocrisy.  John’s baptism was symbolic of repentance and washing away sins.  It is different from Christian baptism in which the believer makes a public declaration of his association with Jesus in His death, burial, and resurrection.  

John knew that these religious leaders coming to him had no intention of repentance.  They believed they were already good enough and in their arrogance had no problem with their love of money and power.  Why they were coming to John’s baptism in the first place is anybody’s guess; but it was most likely for show since Jesus later warned about their behaviour when praying, giving alms, and fasting.  They did all these things very visibly so others would be impressed.  The Baptist was not impressed.

The messengers who were sent to John were to find out who he was since he was baptizing.  There were suspicions that he might be claiming to be the Christ.  More than one person had claimed to be the Christ and led many astray.  The Bible reminds us, especially in the words of Jesus, that many false Christs will come, even performing miraculous signs.  There were false Christs then; they are here now; and it will only get worse.  Heed the warning: Don’t be deceived.  The return of Jesus will be from the clouds where all can see and it will be noisy.  

But the Baptist quickly put those ideas to rest.  He said in no uncertain terms, “I am not the Christ.”  Well, the messengers had to have something to report back to the ones who had sent them, so a guessing game ensued.  The first thing they asked was if he was Elijah.  They were thinking of Malichi 4:5, “Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and terrible day of the LORD.”  Now John denied that he was Elijah.  And that was true because he was John the son of Zacharius.  He was not a “reincarnated” Elijah.

However, in Matthew 11:14, and a couple other places, Jesus affirms that he is Elijah.  I believe this to mean that John had the same spirit as Elijah.  They were both prophets and they were both heavy on repentance.  Besides, John the Baptist did show up “before the coming of the great and terrible day of the LORD.”  Jesus is the LORD, He is Yahweh.  His coming was a great day because it brought about the chance for our salvation.  It was also a terrible day because anyone who rejects Him loses any hope of their name being in the Book of Life.



John was not lying.  He simply rejected any greatness for himself, especially when compared to Jesus.  It is also probable that he didn’t know that he was the prophesied Elijah.  John’s humility is remarkable, especially since he did know who sent him and why.  But Jesus didn’t hold back.  Not only did Jesus reveal him as Elijah but in Matthew 11:11 Jesus said, “Truly I say to you, among those born of women there has not arisen anyone greater than John the Baptist! Yet the one who is least in the kingdom of heaven is greater than he.”  

The reason John was greater was that he was both a prophet and the subject of prophecy.  Isaiah and Malichi had foretold his coming centuries before.  And he was the one who got to personally point out Jesus and prepare the way for Him.  But Jesus also went on to say that any of us who are in the Kingdom of Heaven are greater than John.  How so?  Very basically, we have a much clearer understanding of Jesus than John did.  Once Jesus completed His work here on earth, ascended back to the Father, and Pentecost took place; Christians were given a much clearer view of Jesus and what His work was about.  As disciples of Jesus, we have the same job to do as John did: point out Christ to others so they might repent and be saved.

There are a couple of places where we can see that the Baptist didn’t see clearly.  In verse 31 John admits that he didn’t recognize Jesus.  And in Matthew chapter 11, when John was in prison, he sent some of his disciples to ask Jesus if he was really the Messiah.  He too was looking for a revolutionary leader.  In that case, Jesus reassured him by telling John’s disciples to report to him the miracles they witnessed Jesus performing.  All of them were prophesied in the Old Testament as being things the Messiah would do.  John would understand.  Remember that he was from the priestly line of Aaron; he would have been taught the Old Testament.

As the guessing by the messengers continued, they asked John if he was the Prophet.  In Deuteronomy 18:15 Moses said, “The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, from your countrymen, you shall listen to him.”  So, thinking of this verse in Deuteronomy, they asked John if he was the prophet Moses promised would come.  Again, John said “no”.  He certainly couldn’t be “The Prophet” because the Prophet was the Messiah; and John had already denied being the Christ.  

The Christ, Elijah, and the Prophet were the only end time figures they could think of who would be doing what John was doing.  So in exasperation they basically said, “Well who are you?”  Further, they needed to have an answer to give to the ones who sent them or they would be in trouble.  John answered by quoting the passage from Isaiah.  John was humble, but he absolutely knew that God had called him to prepare the way for the Messiah.  

In these times, when a dignitary was coming to town, they would work on the roads to clear them of debris, make them wider and straighter.  John was doing this in a spiritual way.  He was preparing the people, not a road.  The way this was done was to call them to repentance so that they would be ready to receive the Christ.  

The idea of consecration was important in the Old Testament.  In Exodus 19, Yahweh told Moses to consecrate the people to make them ready to hear God from Mt. Sanai and Moses did so: So Moses went down from the mountain to the people and consecrated the people, and they washed their garments.  When John called the people to repentance and baptized them, he was consecrating them to be in the presence of Christ.


In response to the exasperated question of the messengers, John answered by quoting the prophet Isaiah: I am the voice of one calling out in the wilderness, “Make the way of the LORD straight.”  In verse 24 is the aside note that the messengers were sent by the Pharisees.  There is an important contrast here; they were sent by the Pharisees; John was sent by God.  But another point is being made that the Baptist fully understood: He was a voice, he was not the Word.  

Missing the point completely, the messengers press on.  They want to know why he is baptizing.  Baptizing was not something normally done to Jews.  Any one who became a proselyte (a foreigner who wanted to become a member of Israel) had to undergo baptism as part of their acceptance ritual.  

Also there was the group who separated themselves from mainstream Israel who tried to live a perfectly holy life.  This is the group that lived at Qumran.  They were responsible for what we call the Dead Sea Scrolls.  They practiced daily baptism in a mistaken interpretation of Ezekiel 36:25.  It says: Then I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your filthiness and from all your idols.  This verse has nothing to do with baptism.  Notice that Yahweh says “I will”.  This is a spiritual cleansing that only God can perform.  The clean water is metaphorical.  The cleansing is accomplished by the blood of Christ.

In addition, each of these baptisms were self-administered.  So John is administering baptism to people who for the most part believed that being physical descendants of Abraham was sufficient.  They shouldn’t have to undergo the humiliation of baptism.  John cleared up that idea in Matthew 3:9, “and do not suppose that you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham for our father’; for I say to you that from these stones God is able to raise up children to Abraham.”  No, according to The Baptist, repentance and humility toward God were needed.  He also knew that Christ had come to bring the Kingdom of Heaven.

The basic question they were asking was “John, where do you get your authority to do this?”  Authority was important to the Jews.  Remember in Matthew 21, after Jesus had cleansed the temple of the sellers and money changers, the Pharisees asked Him, “By what authority are You doing these things?”  Also, in Matthew 7 the people were amazed that Jesus taught with authority.  They were used to their teachers quoting teachers from the past.  Jesus didn’t do that.

John does reveal an answer their question down in verse 33; but here he defers to Christ.  John tells them that he baptizes in water; so he insinuates that he does have the authority.  But he first points out One who is among them that they don’t know.  And even though John does have the authority to baptize, he claims that he is nothing compared to the One they don’t know yet.

The removal of the sandal strap is important.  Disciples of teachers or Rabbis were to do all the same work for their teacher that a slave would do; except remove their sandals.  That was considered to be too humiliating for anyone except the most menial slave.  Here the Baptist says he is less than the lowest slave when compared to Jesus.

That is a good lesson for us: We are not worthy to loosen the sandal strap of Jesus.  We are not even worthy to wash the dust from His feet.  What a great testimony to His love and mercy that He has personally borne the cost to cleanse us of our sins, washed our feet, and covered us in His righteousness so that we can come before the Father and even be His children.


John the apostle gives the area where all this took place.  It is a note to verify that this is something that actually took place in history.  Notice that the place is “Bethany beyond the Jordan.”  That means that it is on the east side of the Jordan river.  So it is not the Bethany that is close to the Mount of Olives where Mary and Martha and Lazarus lived.

The day after the interrogation by the messengers from the religious leaders, John saw Jesus coming to him.  Out loud, he spoke a testimony: Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world!  As we mentioned earlier, just like the rest of the Jews, John was also looking for a warrior who would restore Israel.  Also his message was to repent; he was trying to consecrate the people to prepare them for the coming of the Christ.  Considering these things, John probably had no concept of Jesus being one who would take away the sins of the world.

So why did he call Jesus the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world?  The Old Testament prophets, of which John was the last, didn’t always understand what they prophesied.  They just faithfully proclaimed what the Lord told them to.  And it is to our benefit that The Baptist testified to this fact.

John reaffirms the superiority of Jesus, saying that he existed before him.  We know that The Baptist was six months older than Jesus.  But as we read in the beginning of this Gospel of John’s, God the Son existed from eternity past.  In verse 31 John reveals the reason that he came baptizing in water: So that Jesus would be revealed to Israel.  Matthew 3 tells of John baptizing Jesus.  Now John sees Him again and testifies to all those who are around.  

It's interesting to note that John says he didn’t recognize him.  That doesn’t mean that he didn’t know Jesus; they were relatives.  It means that John didn’t recognize that He was the Messiah.  That’s curious because we read in Luke that John, having the Holy Spirit within him before birth, leapt in his mother’s womb when the pregnant Mary came near.  Apparently after they were born, God kept hidden from John who Jesus really was.

That is not without precedent.  In 2 Kings 4:27 a woman comes to the prophet Elisha and he says: “Let her alone, for her soul is troubled within her; and the LORD has hidden it from me and has not told me.”  But now John knows who Jesus is because of what God told him to look for.  Matthew 3 records Jesus coming to John to be baptized at which point he sees the Holy Spirit descend upon Him in the form of a dove.  That was the sign God told him to look for so that he would know who the Messiah was.  

At last, in verse 33, John answers the question of the messengers; too bad they are not there anymore.  John says “He who sent me to baptize in water” told him how to identify the Christ.  His authority came from God.  It is a shame that so many were too hard hearted to grasp it  and believe.

Each of you here who has accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and Saviour has received the baptism of the Holy Spirit.  You have been immersed in Him and he indwells you.  This gift, that is so precious, comes with responsibility.  We are warned in the Bible that we must not quash the Holy Spirit and we must not resist Him.  To do so hinders our blessings in Christ, will cause the Holy Spirit to remain quiet so that we might fall, and turns the works we do here on earth to straw and stubble.  

As John the Baptist pointed the way to Jesus, we are to do the same; especially since we are able to see more clearly than he.  This is a dark world and it still does not know its Creator.  We are called to reflect the light of Christ in our words and in our lives.  
Prayer

Clear back in Genesis, You promised us that One would come to cleanse us from the works of evil and of satan.  You kept Your promise, and we thank You further because You sent one who could point the seed of the woman out to us.  You didn’t leave us to guess; You gave us a true witness.

We also thank You now for the witness of the Holy Spirit who dwells within us.  Truth is established on the testimony of two or three witnesses.  You have given us John and the Holy Spirit.  Certainly there are many more witnesses, but You have given us enough to believe.

Now help us Lord.  May we be bold as The Baptist.  May we fear no man and be willing to testify about Jesus our Saviour.  May we spread His light in this dark world; forbid us Lord to keep that light under a basket.

We pray these things in Jesus’ name
Amen
