TEXT: John 1:19-34PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of John #2: John's Confession


Today brings us to the second sermon in our study of John's Gospel.  Its goal is spelled out: "These things are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, and that by believing, you may have life in His name".  The claim is stupendous.  Can it be supported?  Yes it can be.  The first witness is John the Baptist.  


Who is he?  The details of his early life are provided in the first chapter of Luke.  But John doesn't care about these things.  He has told us who the Baptist is: He is "a man sent from God".   What did God send him to do?  Negatively, He did not send John to be "the light of the world".  But, positively, He sent him to "bear witness of the light, that all might believe".  John was sent to identify the Savior and to get us to trust Him for our salvation.   


His work began--John tells us--with a delegation sent from the rulers in Jerusalem, vv.19-28.  It was made up of three elements: Priest, Levites, and Pharisees.  The first two were religious elitists: Rich and fashionable, their rule was heartless and their theology was unbelieving.  The Pharisees sprang from the hardy middle-class and professed a love for God's Word.  But it was not the Word they truly loved, but their interpretation of it--"vain traditions" our Lord would later call them.  


The delegation came to John with a list of questions.  "Are you the Christ?" was the first.  "Christ" means "the anointed".  They were asking John: "Are you the Promised King of Israel?"  There was good cause for the question.  Disturbing reports had circulated about thirty years before.  Wise Men had come asking: "Where is He who is born king of the Jews?"  Herod took them seriously.  Shepherds were worked up about it for a time.  And now, along comes a man, about the right age, taking the nation by storm!  Is he the Christ?  John leaves no doubt: "I am not the Christ".  


"If you're not the Christ, perhaps you're Elijah?"  Why would they ask this?  Elijah was a great prophet, but he had left the world 800 years before.  Why would they identify John with him?  Here's why: Malachi 4:5 had promised Elijah's return before "the great and dreadful day of the LORD".  "Are you Elijah?"  "I am not!"  


[Note: This has caused no little confusion among people who've read their Bibles with care.  John says he is not Elijah.  Our Lord said he was (cf. Matthew 17:12-13). If we assume our Lord is right, how do we understand John's denial?  In the obvious way: He was wrong.  John's understanding of his role in life was true, but it was not complete. Only our Lord perceived its full significance.]


"Well, if you're not the Christ or Elijah, you are the Prophet, aren't you?"  This looks back to Deuteronomy 18:15 which foresaw a Man arising in Israel like Moses.  Is John this Prophet?  "No".  


In this age of celebrity preachers and ego-driven ministries, it is good to see a man unwilling to make a name for himself.  When offered the laurels, John turns them down.  And, unlike Julius Caesar, who refused the crown for tactical reasons, John meant it!  Part of confessing Christ was condemning himself. 


"Aught to ourselves we dare not take,


Nor rob Thee of Thy crown".


If John is "none of the above", who is he?  He makes it clear:  "I am


"The voice of one crying in the wilderness:


Make straight the way of the Lord".


The words are taken from Isaiah 40.  What do they mean?  John sees himself as a civil engineer.  He's levelling mountains, filling in valleys, straightening out curves and smoothing bumpy roads.  Why's he doing it?  Because he is preparing for the coming of King, the Lord Jesus.  Unlike other engineers, however, John is not working with earth, but with the souls of men.  He is preparing a people to meet their God.  Proud and sinful men are not prepared to meet God.  Hence, John comes preaching "a baptism of repentance for the remission of sins".  He calls men to deplore their hateful ways and to signify it by the washing of baptism.  In this way, he "makes straight the way of the Lord".  


The unexpected answer leads to another question. "If John is not the Christ, Elijah, or the Prophet, why is he baptizing?"  Who gave him the right to perform this ritual cleansing?  And--by the way--who told him to demand that good, respectable people submit to it?    


John doesn't respond to the question itself, but to the ones who asked it he has something very important to say: "I baptize with water...but there is One coming (whose sandal strap I am not worthy to loose), He will baptize with the Holy Spirit".  


He turns attention from himself and his ministry to Another who's about to appear and do something greater--far greater--than dip people in a river.  He's going to baptize people in the Holy Spirit.  It is He that you ought to be thinking about--not myself.  That is the gist of John's answer.


And what an answer it was!  If we could but see the surpassing glory of Jesus Christ, the minor issues that so irritate us would be gone, like the stars that vanish at the rising sun.  


The delegation returns to Jerusalem, fully informed of John's mission.  John is not the Savior.  He doesn't want anyone to think he is.  He wants us to look elsewhere for salvation.  In the verses that follow, he tells us where.


In vv.29-34, John meets the Lord and introduces Him to Israel.  


John and our Lord Jesus were cousins.  But they had never met.  John knew the Savior was coming, but had no idea who He was.  Until God identified Him.  He told John he would see a Man on whom the Holy Spirit would visibly descend and remain for a time.  That Man is the Christ.  John was on the lookout for Him.


His wait wasn't long.  A Man came to John for baptism, but John was reluctant to baptize Him.  Why?  Not because He was a notorious sinner, but because He didn't need it.  He had no sins to repent of.  And thus, no need for a ritual cleansing.  Yet the Man insists on it.  John relents and performs the baptism.  As the Man comes out of the water, the Holy Spirit descends on Him in the form of a dove.  He stays there.  John has found His Man! 


He's not bashful about saying so.  In a loud voice, he announces "Behold!  The Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world".  


The imagery was not lost on his first hearers.  "Lamb of God" stirred sacred memories and excited a long-awaited hope.  The lamb was sacrificed to God as a guilt offering.  The sinner's guilt was charged to the innocent sheep and its body was burned  in his place.  The foolish Hebrew assumed his lamb was sufficient; the more thoughtful knew better.  He knew its blood anticipated a nobler sacrifice.   He was right.  John equated the Sacrifice with out Lord Jesus Christ.  


Our Lord would identify Himself with sinners.  He would die in their place, absorbing the wrath of God their sins deserved.  His Sacrifice would cancel their guilt, free its damning consequences, and enable them to serve God in a new and living way.


The best part about this Sacrifice is its universality.  He is not "the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of Israel", but "of the world".  People of every race and in every age have placed their faith in Him and have not been disappointed.  He is "able to save to the uttermost those who come to Him".


The Lamb is greater than John because whereas the former baptizes in water, the latter baptizes in the Holy Spirit.  In other words, John's baptism was a ritual cleansing, our Lord's was the real thing.  "The blood of Christ purges our consciences from dead works that we might serve the Living God".  What John could not do, our Lord did.  The forgiveness of sin resides in no one and nothing but our Lord Jesus Christ.  


John closes his confession with these stirring words: "And I have seen and testified that this is the Son of God".  Is he right?  Yes he is.  The whole Bible agrees with him.  The Church from its founding has too.  But I needn't cite external authorities; your own conscience agrees.  Whether you'll admit it or not, you know our Lord Jesus is the Son of God.  One day you shall admit it.  "Every tongue shall confess".  Why not today?  Why not now?  "If you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, you will be saved".  And so, why not confess the Lord Jesus now?  


John's place in redemptive history was unique.  But his witness was not.  Have we believers seen...that this is the Son of God?"  If so, why don't we "testify" of it?  Why aren't we as bold as John?  Why aren't we as clear in our witness as he was?  Make no mistake about it: bearing witness to Christ is every believer's primary task. Are we doing it?  Shall we do it?  God give us an answer of peace.  For Christ's sake.  Amen.  

