Sunday, January 10, 2010 

John the Baptist’s Testimony
John 3:22-36 NIV 
28 You yourselves can testify that I said, ‘I am not the Christ but am sent ahead of Him.’ 29 The bride belongs to the bridegroom. The friend who attends the bridegroom waits and listens for him, and is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom’s voice. That joy is mine, and it is now complete.
John 3:28-29 NIV

-----------
I can’t think of anyone who would choose to be John the Baptist. Can you think of anyone who would choose to be John the Baptist? 

What do we know about John the Baptist?

He was the forerunner to Jesus Christ.

He was a voice crying in the wilderness, “prepare the way of the Lord!”
He was the son of Elizabeth and Zechariah.

His vocation was assigned to him from before his birth. He had no choice about what he was to do or who he was to be. It was given to him by God.
He lived out in the desert. He ate locusts and wild honey and dressed in camel’s hair.

He had a period of time when he was very popular. People from all around were coming out to the desert where he was and were being baptized by him.

Then, there came a diminishing of his ministry when people started to leave him and go and follow Jesus. There were people who made a point of telling him that he was losing his crowd, maybe even losing his edge. They may have even been challenging him to make some accommodations in his message so he wouldn’t keep losing disciples.

Finally, there was his untimely death by beheading because of the drunken stupidity and sinful negligence of King Herod. John was probably about 31 or 32 years old, in the prime of his life, when he was martyred for speaking the truth.

So, tell me, can you think of anyone who would choose to be John the Baptist?

Now, what if you were not given the choice about your vocation? What if God came to you via an angel and told you what you were going to do and be? What if God had designs on your life so that you would accomplish a very important purpose in His bigger picture of life but that purpose had little resemblance to the big plans you had drawn up for yourself?

Today, we will be looking at the down side to John the Baptist’s life. When we were first exposed to him, we saw him in his prime with throngs of people coming to him to hear him preach and to be baptized by him.
You recall how the Gospel of John opens. It was with these words about our Lord Jesus Christ: John 1:1-5 (NIV) 1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was with God in the beginning. 
3 Through Him all things were made; without Him nothing was made that has been made. 4 In Him was life, and that life was the light of men.

Now this all sounds very good and positive. Jesus is God. He was fully involved in the creation of all things. He is the Word spoken as a living voice. He is the voice of God who communicates the purpose and emotion of God by His life and words. It is through Jesus Christ that we are able to come to know God. It is in Christ where we find life. And, it is His life that is our light in a dark world.
This is all very good. But, what follows must disturb us.

5 The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. 

There’s something about darkness that resists the light. Something that causes us who live in the darkness to cling to the darkness when the light shines on us. This must disturb us, as it did God. 

So God sent two men to attack this problem. First, John the Baptist. Then, Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

John 1:6-9 (NIV) 6 There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. 7 He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. 8 He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. 9 The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.
John’s assignment was to be a witness, to testify concerning Jesus Christ that He was the light that gives light to every man. God sent John the witness/Baptist to help men believe in Jesus and welcome the light from God to shine on their lives.
But, we already know that darkness resists the light. We know that personally every time we try to hide from plain view something we know we should not be doing. We run from the light or move the questionable object out of sight and into the darkness. We show resistance to the light.
So, what needs to happen to break down this resistance to the light?

John 1:10-11 (NIV) 10 He (Jesus) was in the world, and though the world was made through Him, the world did not recognize Him. 11 He came to that which was His own, but His own did not receive Him.
This seems to say that, not only does darkness resist the light, but darkness blinds people from seeing the light even when the light is present. Something is terribly wrong. Something must overcome the power of darkness. What will that be?
John 1:12-13 (NIV) 12 Yet to all who received Him, to those who believed in His name, He gave the right to become children of God— 13 children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.
Suddenly, John the writer gives us hope, hope that something can break darkness’s power. It has to do with receiving Jesus and believing in His name and the authority Jesus has to give us the right to become children of God. Our hope is in Jesus. Our hope is in a new birth that comes from God. Without Jesus, therefore, we will remain under the power of darkness. Without Jesus, we will remain blind and subject to the laws of darkness.
John 1:14 (NIV) 14 The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. We have seen His glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. 
And here is the breakthrough - Jesus, the Word, becoming flesh and dwelling among us. God, becoming one of us, causing our eyes to see the glory of God in the face of His Son. This is what breaks through the darkness that holds us in chains, that blinds our eyes from seeing the light of the glory of God. It is Jesus, the light of the world, who brings God’s presence to us in human flesh and opens our eyes that we can see.
And John has been given the assignment to testify that Jesus does indeed make known to us His Father.
John 1:15-18 (NIV) 15 John testifies concerning Him. He cries out, saying, “This was He of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me has surpassed me because He was before me.’ ” 16 From the fullness of His grace we have all received one blessing after another. 17 For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 18 No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made Him known. 
This morning we will be looking at the last part of John chapter 3. We will hear John the Baptist nearly repeat himself; say some very similar things we heard him say in chapter 1. But, if we look closely, we will hear something very different this time from what he said in that first chapter. 
But, not only do we want to discover what is different about this second version of John’s testimony, but, we also want to know why the Apostle John, the author of the Gospel of John, places this story of the discussion with John the Baptist about purification or ceremonial cleansing right after he has told us about Nicodemus. Is John drawing a contrast between these two men and, if so, what is the contrast and what is he trying to tell us by shining the light on these two men?
Now, let me be, again, very clear. I am working from the premise that the author of this Gospel is very intentional in which stories he includes as well as the order in which he arranges them. He tells us at the end of this Gospel that there were a huge number of stories that he leaves out. So, we must understand that even his selection and arrangement of stories is purposeful and intentional.
So, based on that premise, it is wise to put some effort into trying to find out why John follows the story about Nicodemus with this story of John the Baptizer’s demise.

John chapter 3 opens this way: 
John 3:1-3 (NIV) 1 Now there was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus, a member of the Jewish ruling council. 2 He came to Jesus at night and said, “Rabbi, we know You are a teacher who has come from God. For no one could perform the miraculous signs You are doing if God were not with Him.” 
3 In reply Jesus declared, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.” 
So, here we have Nicodemus, a Jew, coming to Jesus in the darkness of night to have a conversation with Jesus. Nicodemus acknowledges that something supernatural is happening through Jesus and with that acknowledgement Jesus, almost, seemingly, out of the blue says, “No one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.”
“No one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.” “You must be born again.” “So it is with everyone born of the Spirit.”
To all of these clarifying words, Nicodemus still cannot comprehend what Jesus is saying.

John 3:10 (NIV) 10 “You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things?
Jesus concludes his conversation with Nicodemus this way: 
John 3:19-21 (NIV) 19 This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but men loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil. 20 Everyone who does evil hates the light, and will not come into the light for fear that his deeds will be exposed. 21 But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God.” 

Evidence of having been born again is the willingness to come into the light that Jesus is. Evidence of being born again is that the things we accomplish as children of God point to God as the One who made them happen. God intends that His children be displays of His glory.
For whatever reason, at this point in Nicodemus’ life, he could not comprehend how his life needed to be so dependent on God. He thought he had figured things out already. But, Jesus didn’t make sense to him. Darkness was still resisting the light.
With the transitional phrase, “After this,” John takes us out of the city of Jerusalem and into the Judean countryside.

Again, I’m asking, when we hear John the Baptist speak, are we going to hear something very different this time from what we’ve heard him say before in chapter 1? And, is John the writer drawing a contrast between Nicodemus and John the Baptist by placing these two stories back to back?
John 3:22-26 (NIV)
22 After this, Jesus and His disciples went out into the Judean countryside, where He spent some time with them, and baptized. 23 Now John also was baptizing at Aenon  near Salim, because there was plenty of water, and people were constantly coming to be baptized. 24 (This was before John was put in prison.) 25 An argument developed between some of John’s disciples and a certain Jew over the matter of ceremonial washing. 26 They came to John and said to him, “Rabbi, that Man who was with you on the other side of the Jordan—the One you testified about—well, He is baptizing, and everyone is going to Him.” 
In verse 22 we have the disciples of Jesus baptizing out in the Judean countryside. In verse 23 we have John and his disciples baptizing at Aenon (I+known’). Add to the mix a certain Jew and now we have either a discussion or an argument, an investigation or a controversy, over the matter of ceremonial washing or purification. And, this debate is somehow linked to the fact that people who had been following John the Baptist are now leaving him and going to follow Jesus.
There’s a new preacher in town and everyone is running after him and leaving their old preachers in the dust. Those closest to John somehow got word, maybe from this Jew, that the new happening place was with Jesus. Maybe they were suggesting to John that he adopt some of Jesus’ methods so he could keep his ministry going and return to his glory days when throngs of people were coming out to him to be baptized.
Well, John had something to say about this, something that was as radical as what Jesus said to Nicodemus when He told him that he must be born again.
John 3:27-30 (NIV)
27 To this John replied, “A man can receive only what is given him from heaven. 28 You yourselves can testify that I said, ‘I am not the Christ but am sent ahead of Him.’ 29 The bride belongs to the bridegroom. The friend who attends the bridegroom waits and listens for him, and is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom’s voice. That joy is mine, and it is now complete. 30 He must become greater; I must become less. 

Almost like Jesus’ response to Nicodemus, John’s response to his disciples doesn’t at all sound like an answer to their question. It seems reasonable that John, though it is true for everyone, is speaking of himself when he says, “A man can receive only what is given him from heaven.” John is saying that his life is under the control of God. He was sent by God to do an assignment. He had told his disciples what that assignment was when he answered the questions of the Pharisees. “I am not the Christ but am sent ahead of Him.” But now John adds something new that we haven’t heard before.

29 “The bride belongs to the bridegroom. The friend who attends the bridegroom waits and listens for him, and is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom’s voice. That joy is mine, and it is now complete. 30 He must become greater; I must become less.” 

Jesus is the bridegroom. John is the friend who attends the bridegroom. John understands his assignment. He understands his role. He knows his identity. As a friend, a true friend of the bridegroom, John is atuned to the voice of the bridegroom. He waits to hear him speak. He keeps his ears attentive and listens for Him. And when the bridegroom speaks, he is filled with joy.
Can you imagine such a relationship? Have you ever had a friendship like this - where you loved someone so much that you were always attentive to his voice?
It reminds me of a man’s best friend, a dog. You’ve seen it, haven’t you. She lays sleeping on her mat and her owner comes into the room. Her ears stand tall, waiting for his voice. And, when her owner calls her name, up from the mat she jumps, tail wagging, heart beating, feet running to be loved by her master.
But, doesn’t that describe this relationship? John belongs to Christ. He is full of joy when he hears Christ’s voice. And now, at this juncture in John’s life, when his ministry is diminishing, his disciples are leaving him to follow Jesus, John says that he is in possession of joy. And he says it’s a joy that is complete or full or fulfilled. Then he adds, “Jesus MUST become greater; I must become less.”
This is absolutely incredible. Here is a man whom I suggested at the opening of my sermon that none of us would want his assignment in life. To play second fiddle. To live in obscurity for most of his life. To have one moment in time of fame, not because he was so great but because Christ was so great. To return to obsurity, get in deathly trouble for speaking the truth and to die at 31 as an object of sport for the king. This would hardly be the assignment we would want to be given.
But, John found his most complete joy in fulfilling this God-given assignment.

So, what accounts for this kind of joy for the kind of circumstances he lived with? And, how does John the Baptist stand in contrast to Nicodemus as a result?
I suggest to you very strongly that John the Baptist was living the new birth that Jesus spoke of. He was born again by the Spirit. He was welcoming the light of Christ to shine on his life. He was living from a whole different perspective. He was watching what God was doing through his obedience and delighted that he could be a display of the glory of God, even now when his job was coming to a close.

Now that perspective was so different from that of Nicodemus. Nicodemus was still stuck in the earthly perspective of life. Jesus had even tried to use earthly language and earthly illustrations for him to see heavenly things, but Nicodemus could not yet raise his eyes to look upon Jesus as the Son of Man who had eternal life to give.
O, Nicodemus certainly knew the story of Moses lifting up the serpent in the wilderness so that those who had been smitten by the venomous snakes could be healed if they would only look up to that raised, symbolic serpent. But, for now at least, darkness still held Nicodemus in its chains and kept him from experiencing the new birth.
So, by the Apostle John contrasting these two men in their responses to Jesus, we see the impact of the new birth that Jesus is calling all of us to receive by believing in Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God. 

Verses 29 & 30 reveal at least three evidences that we have been born of the Spirit that are seen in John the Baptist’s response. 

1. An understanding that we belong to Jesus Christ. We are committed to Him as a bride is to her husband. We gladly give ourselves only to Him as His bride. 29 The bride belongs to the bridegroom.
2. An overwhelming joy in being in a servant relationship with Jesus Christ. 29 . . . The friend . . . is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom’s voice. John claimed that he possessed the joy completely.
3. A humility that genuinely desires that Jesus Christ is honored by our lives. 30 He must become greater; I must become less. That is an attitude that can only come through the work of God in a person’s life. And John displayed the humility frequently.
Those three are in addition to others I have already noted.

4. A welcoming of the light of Christ to shine on our lives. 21 But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, John illustrates how one lives by the truth and steps into the light and his deeds are plainly seen as having been done through God. Which is another evidence of new birth by God’s Spirit.
5. A desire to watch what God is doing through our obedience and delighting that we can display God’s glory. John had this desire even when his assignment was coming to a close. 21 But whoever lives by the truth comes into the light, so that it may be seen plainly that what he has done has been done through God.” 

These are changes that are works of God in our lives. And they are evidences that new birth has come to us. 
Folks, being born of God’s Spirit changes everything about our lives, from attitudes, desires, perspectives, longings and our obedience. 

Now to the final verses of John 3.
John 3:31 (NIV)
31 “The one who comes from above is above all; the one who is from the earth belongs to the earth, and speaks as one from the earth. The one who comes from heaven is above all. 
Using the contrast between all of us humans and Jesus Christ, John shows us that Christ is from above and is above all. We are from the earth and speak as ones from the earth. And with the use of double statement, John emphasizes that Jesus is clearly above all, not simply because He came from above but because of His authority and majesty, glory and power. Jesus is above all. Above all kings and nations. He is supreme. Though He is God and has become flesh in order to dwell among us, He is clearly distinct from us by being without sin.
As having come from above, Jesus can take the witness stand and testify to what He has seen and heard. 

John 3:32 (NIV) 32 He testifies to what He has seen and heard, but no one accepts His testimony.
My how this sounds like John 1:10 & 11.
John 1:10-11 (NIV) 10 He (Jesus) was in the world, and though the world was made through Him, the world did not recognize Him. 11 He came to that which was His own, but His own did not receive Him.
We’re back to the problem of the darkness of sin, how it blinds eyes from seeing truth and binds feet from walking in obedience.
But, just as there is a verse 12 in chapter 1, so there is a verse 33 in chapter 3. There is a way out.
John 1:11-12 (NIV) 11 He came to that which was His own, but His own did not receive Him. 12 Yet to all who received Him, to those who believed in His name, He gave the right to become children of God—
John 3:32-33 (NIV) 32 He testifies to what He has seen and heard, but no one accepts His testimony.  33 The man who has accepted it has certified that God is truthful.
In our flesh and while still in darkness we run from the light. We don’t welcome Christ’s testimony. We are still blind. But, in the mystery of God, when His light breaks through our darkness and suddenly we see the truthfulness of God, there we stand at a cross-roads, a serious cross-roads.
For Jesus is there speaking the words of God out of the fullness of His love for us.
34 For the one whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God gives the Spirit without limit. 
35 The Father loves the Son and has placed everything in His hands. 
God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit enjoy a relationship of love for one another. And, it is out of that interchange of love that we are loved. It was because [John 3:16-18 (NIV)] 16 “. . . God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life. 17 For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him. 18 Whoever believes in Him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands condemned already because he has not believed in the name of God’s one and only Son.
Then, at the end of chapter 3, John summarizes what Jesus had said earlier:
John 3:36 (NIV) 36 Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on him.”
What John is clarifying for us all here is that every human being needs the Savior. None of us is good enough to not need the saving work of Jesus Christ. We are all sinners, condemned to eternal death. It’s hereditary. We’ve been born with a fatal disease. We received this condition from our parents and they from theirs, all the way back to Adam. Doesn’t matter how nice you are, but if you have children, you have passed on the sin gene to them and they need the Savior.
The same solution is given to every human being with a sin problem – that’s all of us. The solution is to believe in Jesus Christ, to place our confidence in Christ enough to attach ourself to Christ, identify ourself with Christ completely and live in Him. These are other words for the necessity that we be born again, born from above, born of the Spirit.
When we are born anew, we are new people. We have a new identity. We have a new source of life. A new partnership. We are now united with Christ and we will begin to exhibit evidences of being born from above.

Folks, if you see no evidence in your life that you have been born of God, if you have no passion to please God, no desire to hear His voice, to search out His Word to learn more about your Lord and Savior, I urge you to make sure today that you have truly given your life into Christ’s hands, are genuinely believing in Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world by having carried your sin on His body and dying on the cross at Calvary for you.
Today is the day of believing and for being born from above, born into eternal life in Jesus Christ. Do not reject the Son. The consequences are not good and they are for eternity.

