TEXT: John 3:22-36PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of John #9: John's Second Witness


Today brings us to the ninth sermon in our study of John's Gospel.  Its purpose--you must recall--is to identify Jesus with "the Christ, the Son of God".  Making the connection brings glory to the Savior and salvation to the sinner.  John has already done this in various ways.  In the first chapter, for example, he has recorded the testimony of John the Baptist.  And now, some months later, he checks in with John again.  Has he changed his mind?  Let's see.  


The quarrel.

The scene has shifted from Jerusalem to the wilderness of Judea.  There we find the disciples of John debating the more traditional Jews on the subject of ritual cleansing.  The former, it seems, argued "John's baptism is better than yours.  All your washings do is clean the body; John's reaches the soul".  A very good argument they have.  But the counter-argument is even better: "If John's baptism is so good, why is everyone quitting him in favor of Jesus?"  


John's answer.

John's men are stumped.  Why is everyone turning his back on John and following the Lord Jesus?  John knows.  He explains it to his worried friends in detail.  Vv.27-30 provide one answer put in four ways.


The first, v.27: "A man can receive nothing unless it has been given to him from heaven".  John is the forerunner, Jesus is the Christ because God has assigned each man that role. John submits to the Divine wisdom with joy.  Because he's content to be the forerunner, he doesn't envy the Savior.  Man's first temptation is to "be like God".  Eve succumbed to it.  John resisted it.  And not reluctantly.  


The second, v.28: "You yourselves bear me witness, that I said, `I am not the Christ', but `I have been sent before Him'".  Some months before, he had borne witness to a then unknown Man: "Behold the Lamb of God!" he exclaimed.  But now, the Man is well-known, and eating away at John's once huge audiences.  But John doesn't resent it in the least.  He hasn't changed his mind.  John is not the Messiah--and doesn't want followers.  Jesus is the Savior and must them all.  That is John's unchanging witness.  D.A. Carson notes: "Unlike some preachers for whom humility is little more than an affectation, John meant what he said".  


The third, v.29: "He who has the bride is the bridegroom; but the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly because of the bridegroom's voice.  Therefore, this joy of mine is fulfilled".  John has drawn a comparison.  If the Kingdom of God is like a wedding, then he is the "best man" and the Lord Jesus is "the bridegroom".  The best man plays an important part in a wedding.  But he is not its main man.  And neither is John the central figure in God's Kingdom.  That role belongs to Christ alone.  Furthermore, in Hebrew weddings, the best man hosted the affair.  Thus, he anxiously awaited the groom's arrival.  When he heard the groom's voice, he was both greatly relieved and filled with joy.  John had no designs on the girl, but wanted only to see his Dear Friend wed to His promised bride.  


The fourth, v.30: "He must increase, but I must decrease".  John is our Lord's servant, not His rival.  Therefore, he doesn't resent losing out to Christ, but joys in it.  Again, Carson: "John finds his joy, not in grudgingly conceding victory to a superior opponent, but in wholeheartedly embracing God's will, and the supremacy it assigns to Jesus".  


John's disciples have their answer.  Everyone is quitting their Master for the Lord Jesus.  And no one is happier about it than John.  


There is nothing more abhorrent to God than a competitive spirit among His people.  One of the "works of the flesh", after all, is "rivalries".  The disciples of John were guilty of it; so were our Lord's disciples.  So are Christians today--resenting the success of others.  But the fact is, when we compete with other believers, it is not they who lose, but Jesus Christ.  He "increases" only insofar as we "decrease". 


The enlargement, vv.31ff.  


My Bible attributes vv.31ff. to John the Baptist.  This is possible, but I prefer to think of them as an editorial comment of John the Apostle.  He enlarges on what the Baptist has said and adds a pointed word or two.  


He reminds us of differing origins of John and our Lord, vv.31-32a: "He who comes from above is above all; he who is of the earth is earthly and speaks of the earth.  He who comes from heaven is above all.  And what He has seen and heard, that He testifies..."


John is from the earth and, therefore, speaks of earthly things.  Jesus is from heaven, and therefore, speaks of heavenly things.  John and his message are "earthly"--not in the sense of being untrue or sinful--but finite or limited.  What he has said is true, but it's not complete.  Jesus and His message are "heavenly" and therefore, God's full and final word.  Hebrews 1:1-2 teaches the same. 


I don't know why this is such a bug-a-boo to some Christians.  John and the prophets who came before him (including Moses) were true spokesmen for God.  Their words are inspired, inerrant, and authoritative.  They were not, however, complete.  If they were, we'd need no New Testament.  The monarchy of Israel gives way to the coronation of King Jesus at God's Right Hand.  The sacrificial system gave way to our Lord's crucifixion.  The prophets who spoke the very words of God gave way to the One who is The Very Word of God. 


John goes on to link believing Christ with believing God, vv32b-33: "And no one receives His testimony.  He who has received His testimony has certified that God is true".  Many thousands are flocking to Christ--but alas!--most are not "receiving His testimony".  They are not welcoming it.  But some are.  In believing Christ what are they doing?  They're "certifying that God is true".  Observe: They're not certifying that Jesus is true, but God.  Our Lord is so linked to His Father, that to believe in One is to believe in the other.  And, to doubt Christ is to call God a liar (see 12:44-50; I John 5:10).  


Our Lord is superior to John (and everyone else) because of His unique possession of the Spirit, v.34: "For He whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God does not give Him the Spirit by measure".  John and the prophets were endowed by God's Spirit.  But the gift was limited.  Rabbi Aha wisely noted: "The Holy Spirit who rested on the prophets did so according to the measure of each prophet's assignment".  But our Lord's assignment is unlimited--God has "given all things into His hands" says v.35.  Therefore, the Spirit was given fully to Him.  Consequently, He is greater than John, Moses, Elijah, and even the Westminster Divines!  


Christ is superior to John and others because He is the supreme object of God's love and the sole recipient of Divine authority, v.35: "The Father loves the Son, and has given all things into His hands".  "Loves" is not they key word in this verse; "Son" is.  Jesus Christ is the supreme object of Divine love because He is "The Son" of God--and not just in His deity, but no less in His humanity!  And, because He is "the Son", He is given all authority over His father's property.  Believers are the children of God--but no believer is "the Son" of God.  And believers are authorized to do God's will, but to none has He committed "all things".  Matthew 28:18.  


Because of our Lord's supreme role in the plan of God, your standing with God depends solely on your relationship to Christ, v.36: "He who believes in the Son has everlasting life; and he who does not believe the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him".   The worst person who believes in Christ has "everlasting life".  Why?  Because he has Christ.  The best person who doesn't have Christ "shall not see life".  Why not?  Because He doesn't have Christ.  What does the unbeliever have?  Only this: "The wrath of God abiding on him".  Not the wrath to come--though that awaits him.  But, right now, he is under the judgment of heaven.  And liable to hellfire at any moment.  


Therefore, I can only urge the unbeliever to "flee from the wrath to come"--not by cleaning up your life or going to church--but by believing in Christ as He is offered in the Gospel.


I can only urge the believer to give our Lord Jesus the place He deserves.  Which is first place.  John won't mind moving over for Him at all.  Neither will Moses.  Neither will any other good person.  Christ is above all.  Make Him your "all in all".  Amen.    

