THE FIRST TESTIMONIES SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1 TO JESUS

John 1:19-51                                                                                                                   Study 2

Key Verse: 1:29                                                                                           

“The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and said,

‘Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!’”

“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.” Amen. If we say this is a challenging truth we are still lying to ourselves. If this truth stands, everything else falls. If 1:14 is true, only Jesus remains. All else are delusions. We are standing at the crossroads. 

John 1:19-51 is the collection of the testimonies of the witnesses who saw Jesus’ glory in the first week of his public ministry. Their convictions are so profound that we are overwhelmed with each confession. What surprises us even more is that all of them made a quantum leap into the profound conviction after just one meeting with Jesus for the first time. The truth is that their conviction was more than a quantum leap of human reasoning. Their convictions were not what a man can come up to by his reasoning. They crossed the Jordan and stood on Jesus’ side when they met Jesus. We see that the beginning of the absolute conviction, which we read in John 1:14, was there already in their confessions.  We will think about the mystery of their conviction, and the grace and truth of our Lord Jesus who caused their conviction. Peter, who was one of them, later recalled the experience and described the mystery this way: “But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light” (1Pe 2:9). May the truth of Jesus call 120 people out of darkness into his light.

I.  Jesus stands among them (19-28)

The first witness is John the Baptist. In 1:19-28 he testifies to Jesus who was standing in the crowd. He testifies to Jesus 100%, though he himself did not know who Jesus among them was.  Thus the first testimony to Jesus according to John’s gospel brings out the glory of Jesus absolutely before us. How could John the Baptist testify to the one he himself did not yet know? We learn his secret from two aspects. First, he denies himself.  When the Jews of Jerusalem sent priests and Levites to ask him who he was he answered them in a somewhat strange way. Verse 20 says, “He did not fail to confess, but confessed freely, ‘I am not the Christ.’” The description of his attitude is odd. At first glance, he seems to have read their mind and didn’t want to waste time. But why does the author say John “did not fail to confess, but confessed freely”? Then we realize that the beginning point of John the Baptist’s testimony to Jesus Christ was that he was not the Christ. That was one of the secrets of how he did not fail, every time and to the end. Let us recite it together: “I am not the Christ.” 

 In 1:21 we learn another secret. At hearing John’s free confession we expect that the investigators would leave since John answered what they wanted to know. But they did not leave. Instead they asked additional questions. Look at 1:21. They asked him, “Then who are you? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are you the Prophet?” He answered, “No.” What could have been their motive to investigate John’s identity? Their quotes of Elijah, who was prophesied by Micah to be the forerunner of Christ, and the Prophet spoken of by Moses, all give the impression that they were waiting for the Messiah. But their words in 22-25 reveal that their interest was on their own security. They felt the threat against their establishment because John baptized people. What do you learn from John’s answers in verse 21? He didn’t want to talk about himself. Actually he had nothing to say about himself. That is why the more they wanted to know him the shorter his answer became. We learn that he denied himself. That was another secret of how he withstood their godless obsession of asking about him for their self-interest, and instead testified to Jesus Christ absolutely.


But the mystery still remains. We know that there is no such thing as selflessness. That is just another way of asserting self. How could John the Baptist be, in a true sense, selfless? He was not even an ordinary person. He was a big figure. But the more they poked him the more he disappeared. I suppose if they asked one more question perhaps there could be only silence. What was his secret? We find the clue in verses 22-28. When he said nothing about himself, finally they said, “Who are you? Give us an answer to take back to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” At this question John did speak about himself. But his answer wasn’t easy to understand. John replied in the words of Isaiah the prophet, “I am the voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Make straight the way for the Lord.’” Why did he reply in the words of Isaiah? He called their attention from themselves to God. But even that intention was not his own. He spoke God’s message for which he was assigned from his birth. God was telling the crooked, who wrapped themselves up on themselves and so got entangled, to make straight the way for the Lord. John did talk about himself very truthfully, and the statement was, “Make straight the way for the Lord!” We learn from John that he was completely committed to his calling. That was his secret of how he who had his own God given self was totally devoted for God and to God. 


But we are not talking about the virtue of self-denial. Rather we are talking about the wonder of the new people who are created by God through the gospel of Jesus Christ. John the Baptist was a perfect example of the one who practiced Jesus’ teaching to deny oneself and take up his cross and follow Jesus. John the Baptist is a perfect example of the one who lives according to the Spirit, not according to the flesh. But he is not an exception. Anyone who is born of God is the same. Anyone who repents daily and turns to the gospel of Jesus and holds on to it is straight with the Lord. His self is gone; Christ lives in him.

In a deeper sense John was united with God in mind and soul by the Spirit. What might have been John’s intention of replying with the words of Isaiah in particular? Isaiah 40-45, from which John quoted, speaks of God’s plea to comfort his people. He would send his Messiah for that purpose, and he would even send a herald to announce the coming of the Comforter. John testifies to the broken hearted love of God for them who suffered his punishment on their sin. Their anxiety over their security was the sign of the fear of those who were beaten for many hundreds of years and were covered with sores all over their bodies, from the soles of their feet to the tops of their heads. They became like fearful animals. They would jump at anything. They would take everything personally and feel threatened with anything and anyone. They would consider John as a potential problem. They had tens of thousands of lists of things and people which they would take as problems which needed solutions and answers. To them God was sending the Lord and was saying to make straight the way for the Lord. They would be fine and be happy if they trust God and his Messiah.


At hearing John’s reply in the words of Isaiah, what was the response of the investigators? Did they begin to listen to God? Verses 24 and 25 say they didn’t. Rather they asked John another question. “Now some Pharisees who had been sent questioned him, ‘Why then do you baptize if you are not the Christ, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet?’” What could have been their alternative question if they listened to John’s reply? They could have asked who the Lord was and how they could make a straight way for the coming Lord. But they had a problem with John’s baptism. Why was John’s baptism a matter of serious concern for them? He was baptizing the Jewish people. We cannot simplify and say their pride was hurt.  His baptismal work seems like a direct challenge to the foundation of their very existence, that is, their confidence that they were God’s chosen people. The truth is that ever since God called them, God was the challenge to their self-image, and John’s calling of them to repentance was exactly in line with the truth. Their uncomfortable feeling with John’s baptism was an expression of their long standing habit of the rejection of God.


What was John’s answer to their question about his baptism? Look at verses 26-27. “I baptize with water,” John replied, “but among you stands one you do not know.  He is the one who comes after me, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie.” John’s answer seems to lose focus. He doesn’t seem to answer why he baptized with water. What we gather from his answer is that John is preoccupied with the great one who stands among them without their recognition. He is testifying to the incomparable authority of the great one in their midst to those distracted with John’ popularity. But precisely that is what John was doing. It is not clear whether John knew who Jesus was at this time. But it is clear that he was speaking on the basis of his calling. He was calling their attention to the one in their midst that they may repent and turn to God who has been in their midst suffering with them and embracing them with his unfailing love. When John stuck to his calling by that faith he could testify to the one whom he himself did not yet know. As someone said, John was aware that the one who was approving his testimony stood in the very crowd John was speaking to. He was speaking with the authority of the one who was standing in their midst.   


Where was Jesus when John was testifying to him? He was standing in the crowd. Why was he standing there in the crowd quietly? He was not quiet. They just did not listen to him. We can see that in John’s testimonies. By standing in their midst he spoke loud and clear. But they did not receive him or welcome him. As we follow John’s testimony we recognize that his grace has been shining but they insisted on darkness as light and refused his light. 


In the example of their failure we become self-conscious. He is in our midst also. The Bible testifies to us the truth. Yet we do not see what we see and do not hear what we hear. In verse 28, thanks to John’s gospel, we get help. The author adds his comment in verse 28. We have a live, four dimensional picture in which we are invited.  He says, “This all happened at Bethany on the other side of the Jordan, where John was baptizing.” Why does the author identify the location where John made the first testimony? According to John’s gospel this is the beginning of Jesus’ public appearance. The author quoted the place because in the place was the memory of the beginning of all the beautiful things. When he remembered the glorious majesty of the Lord Jesus, he first remembered the ever dear place Bethany, and the Jordan river which flows near the town, and the testimony of John the Baptist, who was the beginning of the beautiful new race who are born of God through Jesus Christ our Lord. It was the place of the first date, where all the sweet and beautiful memories remain forever. In order to understand the depth of his appreciation of the place, we should remember that this comment was made after a full 60 years or more had passed from the event of John’s testimony. The sixty years wasn’t an easy experience. Perhaps all his old friends passed away by the time he was writing this comment in 1:28. Among them John the Baptist was the first. He was beheaded.  Then Jesus was crucified and died. Of course, then he rose from the dead and after his resurrection the gospel swept through Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth by the time this gospel was recorded. However, John went through all kinds of sufferings to take care of the whole church in the battle against the power of darkness and the municipalities of this fallen world, while he took care of Jesus’ mother,  During that time he witnessed the martyrdom of his brother James, then of Peter, Paul and perhaps of Timothy as well, and he himself went into exile to Patmos in a labor camp. He saw the first persecution of Christians by Nero, the destruction of Jerusalem, the persecution of Domitian, just to name a few. Even after all the humanly unbearable experiences, and he himself was physically worn out, his heart beat like a young man on his first date when he remembered Bethany. In Bethany Jesus stood there forever in silence yet speaking to him as if his voice was like the sound of tens and thousands of rushing water, his face shines with all the brilliance of that of tens and hundreds of the sun. May the gospel create a beautiful and lasting memory in you also. May the Lord create 120 who are captured by the gospel.

II.  Jesus comes toward John the Baptist (29-34)


The first day passed and the second day came. 1:29-34 is about what happened in the second day. Verse 29 says, “The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him.” What did the Baptist do at seeing Jesus? He just said, “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! This is the one I meant when I said, ‘A man who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.’ I myself did not know him, but the reason I came baptizing with water was that he might be revealed to Israel.”  Then John gave this testimony: “I saw the Spirit come down from heaven as a dove and remain on him. I would not have known him, except that the one who sent me to baptize with water told me, ‘The man on whom you see the Spirit come down and remain is he who will baptize with the Holy Spirit.’ I have seen and I testify that this is the Son of God.” 


While 1:19-28 covers the first declaration of Jesus’ coming, 1:29-34 covers the first public appearance of Jesus, presumably after Jesus came back from the forty day’s temptation in the desert. That means Jesus had been baptized by the Baptist. This was a second encounter of Jesus for the Baptist. He could have greeted Jesus because he was so happy to see Jesus again. After all Jesus was coming toward him! But he was rather awe stricken at seeing Jesus. His eyes were wide open and he just uttered a meaningless word, “Look!” Then he said, “The Lamb of God!” then after a pause, “who takes away the sin of the world!” Obviously seeing Jesus was an overwhelming experience for John the Baptist. What was so overwhelming?


Glancing through 1:29-34 we notice that he saw too many things, each of which was overwhelming. He saw the Lamb of God and the glory of God, the Spirit coming down as a dove and remaining on Jesus. He heard the voice from heaven. He saw the Son of God. He saw God the Son, to put it differently. He was the first one on earth who saw God with his own eyes. He saw all of them at once when he met Jesus. Now seeing Jesus coming toward him all those things came to him alive again. There is a saying, “Familiarity breeds contempt.” But it was not the case for John the Baptist. The wise man says that there is nothing new under heaven. But to John every encounter of Jesus was the experience of witnessing the beginning of new heavens and new earth. As we thought about his secret in verse 28 briefly we see here again the mystery of the new life given to those who met Jesus. To those who met Jesus everything is new everyday. As we thought about it in the experience of the author, none of these sad and burdensome experiences of this life can take away the joy that comes from Jesus Christ. I am not saying that we become drugged with Jesus’ gospel, though some take it that way only for the destruction of themselves and of others. Yes, we are saddened and burdened with many things. We get tired and become helpless. We lose battles and we can only let all the things go as they are predestined. Yet we turn around and there we see Jesus coming toward us in his gospel and in our memory of the gospel. Then all things pass away and we are landed on the other shore with Jesus in all his brilliance and beauty and glory. We are in him and he is in us. Whether we live or die, whether we lose or receive we rejoice. Yes, we rejoice always for we are assured of the hope of the glory of God in all these. Let’s learn how great the revelation was from John’s own words.


What did John mean that Jesus is the Lamb of God? Of course the direct reference of the sacrifice of a lamb is related to the Passover in Exodus 12:12,13 and Hebrews 9:14, for example. But we might find the reference better in Isaiah 40:1-44:23, esp. 40:1-5; 41:14 42:1-4; 43:1; 44:14; 44:6; 44:23, etc. When John the Baptist confessed Jesus is the Lamb of God, he was testifying to God who wants to comfort his own who suffer the judgment of their sin, and the grace of Jesus the Son of God who offered himself to save God’s own. John the Baptist was also lamenting over the world that is in sin, yet is busy with other things all the time never repenting of their sin. He was lamenting over the helplessness of the world who can not repent of their sin. He was lamenting over the misery of the world, which was made by God yet sold themselves to sin to be humiliated and abused with no end. He was confessing in verse 30 that Jesus, who was from the beginning, who was before him, has come into our midst. John was declaring the dawn of the new day when the Lamb takes away the sin of the world. John the Baptist was uttering these complex and profound emotions of God as God’s mouthpiece. 


In verses 32-34 we also see that the utterance was the utterance of the Spirit, not of man. Today there are some who speak of the Holy Spirit as if you can do some sort of magic art with the power. They deserve condemnation. But what does a man in the Spirit say? He confesses that Jesus is the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world, and that he baptizes man with the Spirit, and that he is the Son of God.  Anything which is added to this or reduced from this is false. Luke’s gospel provides us a helpful perspective to understand what is declared in the Spirit in the first public appearance of Jesus. We can quote Jesus’ own words in Luke 4:14-21, particularly 4:18-19. “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” Then Jesus said, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.” Let’s read John 1:29-34 again responsively that we may declare the same truth. According to John’s gospel the Baptist was sent to baptize people with water to testify these things. May the Lord create 120 people who will declare these in all their different walks of service for the gospel.

III.  You shall see the Son of Man (35-51)


In 1:35-51 Jesus creates six apostles in a sweep of something like four days. The story seems incredible by itself. But as we have done with the previous passage we will follow the author’s perspective carefully and learn Jesus’ mind and heart. 


Now it was the third day since Jesus appeared in public. Verse 36 says he passed by John the Baptist that day. As he was yesterday, the Baptist was again overwhelmed. He seems more overwhelmed, for his words became even shorter. What did John testify as Jesus was passing by him? “The next day John was there again with two of his disciples. When he saw Jesus passing by, he said, ‘Look, the Lamb of God!’” What did he mean? We might say he saw the Judge passing through his own with the judgment of sin and salvation in his hand (ref. Amos 5:17). Now his confession had a tremendous impact on two of his disciples. How did the two disciples respond to John’s testimony to Jesus? Verse 37 says, “When the two disciples heard him say this, they followed Jesus.” John probably didn’t know what was happening in full dimension. The two didn’t know what they were doing either, as we know their record in the later times. But John’s confession created two of the Twelve apostles of Jesus at the moment it was uttered. The two would have an impact on all mankind ever since. Imagine that such a thing happened with just five words! Perhaps that is why we might compare the first week of Jesus’ public ministry with the seven days of God’s creation. When we see today’s passage from the perspective of Genesis chapter 1 we can see many things, and with more clarity. We learn from John and from the two disciples that the gospel we utter is God’s word. That is what we should be aware of in our 1:1 Bible study and testimony sharing, etc.


Look at 1:38-39, and see the strange conversation between Jesus and the two, and their behavior. What was Jesus’ question to the two? “Turning around, Jesus saw them following and asked, ‘What do you want?’ They said, ‘Rabbi’ (which means Teacher), ‘where are you staying?’ ‘Come,’ he replied, ‘and you will see.’ So they went and saw where he was staying, and spent that day with him. It was about the tenth hour.” Jesus seems not friendly, and they seem not to know what to ask. But we do see Jesus’ invitation and also the fond and very personal comment about the time. We learn from Jesus’ question. They were awe stricken. But he helped them to pray that they may know what they were seeking. That is why he asked them what they wanted. Though we are not sure if they knew what they wanted we do see their deep affection for Jesus. It was the reverent love at first sight. What did they want according to their answer? They wanted to know where Jesus was staying. Obviously they wanted to visit him. We learn Jesus’ invitation, “Come, and you will see.” His invitation is also his promise. Anyone who comes to him will see. See what? They will see God. They will see all. We learn that invitation to come and that promise that they would see is in the truth of the Bible study, worship service or any other activities related to the gospel. In other words we should trust the gospel rather than trying to assist the gospel as if the gospel is our little sister or little brother. Let people come to the gospel and let people see. Let no man hinder. Finally, we learn from their staying with Jesus that it is necessary to spend time to learn the gospel and hear it. If we only think about the gospel we never see. We need to spend time to listen to him. We should set aside prayer time for that purpose. But many people listen to their own voice in prayer time. I think it is a good practice if you set about 5 to 6 hours regularly and go through Romans chapters 1-16 with the question to hear and to see what the gospel speaks to us. You will see. I pray for 120 who will practice that. Ask and you will be given. Knock and it will be opened. Anyone who has will be given more and anyone who doesn’t, even what he has will be taken away (ref. Rev. 3:20; Mt 7:7,8). Do not miss the opportunity. There is no tomorrow. 


Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, was one of the two who heard what John had said and who had followed Jesus. What did he do after he had spent a day with Jesus? The first thing Andrew did was to find his brother Simon and tell him. He said, “We have found the Messiah” (that is, the Christ). And he brought him to Jesus. What does Andrew’s conviction of Jesus testify to us? We see that the Father revealed the truth to Andrew from heaven by the Spirit through the Son Jesus Christ (ref. Matt 16:17; Jn 6:69-70). We see that he was saved (Ro 10:9,10). Again we are convinced of the involvement of God the Father, the Spirit, because it will take time for Andrew to know what he confessed this time. In fact, it was not just time which was necessary but Jesus Christ had to be crucified and take away his sin for Andrew to know the truth. Yet here he confessed the profound truth. This always happens in our midst. I hope God may give you discernment to follow the work of God. Andrew did one more thing of which he would not know what he was doing. He brought Peter to Jesus, a person who contributed to the work of God to transform human civilization forever by the gospel of Jesus.  When Peter was brought by Andrew, Jesus looked at the younger brother and said, “You are Simon son of John. You will be called Cephas” (which, when translated, is Peter).


What did Jesus reveal by prophesying that the young man would be called “The Rock” in our language? He was saying that the foundation is laid and God is at work to build the new heavens and the new earth and the new race who live by faith in the Lord Jesus and his gospel. We again sense a very personal tone in verse 42 and know that this is recorded by the “other disciple” who was with Andrew, and that he must be John the Apostle. Who was Simon, then? He was a son of John, which means, a very precious creation of God but at the same time who was just one of the many. Jesus would make the precious young man into the fullness of his life according to God’s intention. Who would Simon become? He would become Cephas. That was God’s intention when he gave life to Simon. That was what Jesus fulfilled.  The author saw Simon and Cephas simultaneously as he remembered Jesus. In Jesus the ordinary young Simon was no more a dispensable, ordinary one of the many. The author cherished the grace of Jesus as he remembered his one time rival. May the gospel create the four dimensional view of others. 

We already saw how innocent the two disciples, Andrew and John the Apostle, were. But in verses 43-51 we see two more exceptionally innocent disciples of Jesus. They are Philip and Nathanael, who probably was the same person as Bartholomew. Their innocence was more striking because they were from Bethsaida. In fact, Andrew and Peter were also from Bethsaida. What was special about the town? It was a wicked city. Jesus denounced them and said they were worse than Sodom and Gomorrah. Since there is no specific record of their offense we can only conjecture in light of John’s gospel.  The people in the town never repented of their humanness even after they saw Jesus’ glory and his work. What did Jesus do with Philip and Nathanael?  


Look at 1:43-45. It was the fourth or fifth day since Jesus began his public ministry. He wanted to go to Galilee. Finding Philip, he said to him, “Follow me.” Jesus simply invited the young man to join his trip.  Obviously the young man followed Jesus and traveled with him. After the trip Philip found his friend Nathanael and told him, “We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.” But Nathanael was skeptical about Philip’s conviction, and his skepticism must have been reasonable since Philip did not argue with him. “Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?” Nathanael asked. “Come and see,” said Philip. Philip was confident that Nathanael would come to the same conviction as he had. 


What is testified through his conviction? We learn from his words and of Nathanael in the next verses that they were sincere Bible students. They meditated on the word of God day and night. They did not give in to the corruption of their town but sought God fiercely. They were chosen people who were predestined by God to be disciples of Jesus. We can see that in the words of Jesus to Nathanael. When Jesus saw Nathanael approaching, he said of him, “Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is nothing false.” “How do you know me?” Nathanael asked. Jesus answered, “I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you.” Nathanael was really surprised and so he declared, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.” We can say the young man was easily influenced. How could the young man make perhaps the most complete confession in the New Testament just by hearing one comment?  What is testified to Jesus through Nathanael’s confession? Together with Jesus’ words given to the young man we discern that the innocence and the confession all came through and by Jesus Christ. He watched over them day and night and he was with them in the Spirit. The other day I was rebuked when I talked about the innocence of a young man. The rebuke was that I forgot that the young man was a sinner. So I repented. But in this passage I see that I was right. God has given us a few young people in our ministry who have little boys and innocent little girls in their minds. We should thank God for that. We should also learn what to pray for them in the next verses. 

What did Jesus prophesy for the young man? Jesus seems to have adored the innocence of Nathanael and he blessed the young man. He said, “You believe because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You shall see greater things than that.” He then added, “I tell you the truth, you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” The young man will see that angels go up from the cross of the Son of Man and bring back God’s message down to the Son of Man. Nathanel was probably meditating on Genesis chapter 28 just before he met Jesus. He would see that Jesus is the ladder. He would see that the heaven is open. He would see that God has come down. In his recollection of the prophecy, what does the author testify to us? He testifies to us that indeed in the beginning was the Word and the Word became flesh and dwelt among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. Merry Christmas! Merry Christmas to you all!

