GOSPEL OF JOHN – SESSION 2
STUDY HELPS FOR JOHN 1:19-34
MAIN POINT
God declared in the Old Testament that John would be the forerunner to the Messiah, illustrating that we have certain tasks that God designs for us to do. 
INTRODUCTION

John the Baptist’s parents were righteous people who were childless. John’s dad, Zechariah was a priest, which could not happen unless you were born into the priesthood. Even then, only twice a year was there even a possibility for Zechariah to be chosen to go into the temple to burn incense, and God used this encounter to foretell John’s birth and announcement that John would be the forerunner to the Messiah. 
COMMENTARY
John 1:19-23
John was in the wilderness (desert) because he knew that’s where God was going to come (Isa. 40:3). John was quick to confess he was not the Messiah, and then answered the questions of the religious establishment cautiously, it seems, before telling them he was the prophesied forerunner of the Messiah.
1:19–22. Picture the rugged prophet John the Baptist storming up and down the desert, telling people the Messiah is coming. He wore animal skins and ate locusts and wild honey, hardly a refined rabbi with the proper credentials. So formal religious investigation gets under way. The phrase “the Jews” appears nearly seventy times in this Gospel. Sometimes it is used favorably, but more often it expresses hostility. The priests represented the Sanhedrin and the Levites guarded the correctness of temple worship. All the delegates had a simple question for John the Baptist: “Who are you?” Lest anyone confuse the messenger with the Messiah, John quickly told them, I am not the Christ. “Christ” (christos) is simply the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew Messiah. Both words mean “anointed.”
Then they give him two other suggestions to deny, Elijah and the Prophet. No portraits of Elijah hung in first-century museums, but John may have reminded his contemporaries of the verbal descriptions in 1 Kings. More than likely, however, this dialogue referred to Malachi 4:5–6: “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes. He will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers; or else I will come and strike the land with a curse.”

The Prophet probably referred to Moses’ promise in Deuteronomy 18:15: “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own brothers. You must listen to him.”

1:23. We can hardly imagine the shock the Jerusalem delegation must have felt upon hearing this rugged mountain man quote Isaiah 40:3 to describe himself. Think back to Isaiah’s warnings about the future rise of Babylon with the sharp break in the narrative which begins at chapter 40 to describe the future restoration of Israel. Here is the context for John’s answer:

Comfort, comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and proclaim to her that her hard service has been completed, that her sin has been paid for, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins. A voice of one calling: “In the desert prepare the way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God. Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain. And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all mankind together will see it. For the mouth of the Lord has spoken (Isa. 40:1–5).

So John was Elijah after all (Matt. 11:14; 17:10–13). He fulfilled the prophecy of Malachi as the forerunner who would proclaim the coming of the king.
John 1:24-28

John didn’t invent baptism. “(The Hebrews) constantly cleansed themselves ceremonially. Baptism in the 1st century was always self-administered. They would walk into the water and themselves go in and out of the water.” So what is John doing? He is “calling people through the preaching of the word to repent and respond to God for spiritual and moral regeneration or revival.”
1:24–28. Enter the Pharisees, often depicted in the New Testament as the bad guys in the black hats (though there were notable exceptions like Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea). They were not satisfied with John’s answers; they wanted a picture I.D.—particularly because John was not just preaching. He was also baptizing people without proper credentials.
John’s response rings as one of the great statements of history which our text will amplify in verses 31–34. Water baptism for John’s disciples was a ritual act of cleansing demonstrating repentance and anticipation of the Messiah. But already in their very midst he had come. John considered himself unworthy to do the chores of the lowest household slave—loosen Jesus’ sandals.
John the Gospel writer was not as concerned with geography as Luke. But he let his readers know where it all began. We should not confuse this Bethany with the hometown of Mary and Martha (11:1) just outside Jerusalem. John designated it as the Bethany on the other side of the Jordan, east of the river.

John 1:29-34
The history of the people of God involved sacrifice after sacrifice of the best and most spotless lambs they could find. They did this to demonstrate the need for a sacrifice in order for sin to be forgiven. But all those sacrifices pointed forward to the one sacrifice that was coming. Jesus is not a lamb; He is the Lamb—the last and final sacrifice for the sins of the world.
It had been many years since John leaped in his mother’s womb. Over the course of time, it’s easy for anyone to lose focus on what’s most important. In our lives today, we might easily be distracted by other things to the point that we actually stop recognizing the importance and primacy of Jesus Christ.

John again states the difference and importance between his ministry and Jesus’ ministry in John 3:30: “He must become greater; I must become less.” God had a plan and purpose for John’s life. 
The answers of John the Baptist offer us three important lessons as Christians: (1) We are not the focus of the witness; (2) we are not the light; and (3) we proclaim belief in Jesus.
Verse 29: The day after his conversation with the Pharisees, John saw Jesus. The text does not tell us who was with John as Jesus approached. Likely the religious leaders had departed and John was with his disciples (see v. 35). Whoever was with him, John’s comments make plain that the baptism of Jesus had already occurred (v. 32; compare Matt. 3:13-17; Luke 3:21-22).

John called Jesus “the Lamb of God.” Because the phrase is so familiar to Christian readers today, we have trouble appreciating how unusual it sounded to John’s hearers. In fact, the Gospel of John and Revelation are the only two New Testament books that use “Lamb” as a title for Jesus. Greek word used in Revelation is different from the one used in John. The Baptist’s words may have reminded his hearers of the lamb or kid that could be used as a burnt offering (see Gen. 22:7-8; Num. 7:15) and sometimes as a sin or trespass offering (see Lev. 5:6;14:12; Num. 6:12).
Similarly, John may have had in mind the lambs sacrificed at Passover each year, though they were not presented as sin offerings (Ex. 12:21; Lev. 23:4-5). Another possibility is that the reference to Jesus as “the Lamb” echoes the prophecy of Isaiah. If so, it links Jesus to the Suffering Servant who was destined to be “led like a lamb to the slaughter” (Isa. 53:7) and the Lord would make “his life a guilt offering” (Isa. 53:10). Others reach a similar conclusion by pointing out John may have been speaking Aramaic in which the word for lamb can also mean “servant.” If this was the case, then John’s hearers may have understood he was describing Jesus as the Servant of God and thus making a link to the prophecy of Isaiah.
This Lamb takes away the sin of the world. John’s comment must have startled and amazed his hearers. The world is not limited by race, nationality, time or location, or any other qualifier. This Lamb is more than just a Jewish messiah restoring the nation to prominence. The work of the Lamb impacts all people, and for believers serves to remove the burden of sin and the barrier that it creates between God and humanity.
Verses 30-31. John 1:30 is a restatement of John 1:15, emphasizing again John the Baptist’s claim of the priority of Christ. John admitted that he did not know his own cousin was the Messiah until Jesus’ baptism in the desert.
Verses 32-34. The baptism of Jesus (see also Matt. 3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21-22) took place before this announcement of John 1. The purpose of his baptism, according to Jesus himself, was to fulfill all righteousness—to demonstrate his consecration to the heavenly Father and approval by him. God had obviously given John a direct revelation, telling him that when he saw the dove come down during the baptism he would know the Son of God.

John the Gospel writer continues chapter 1 in high drama. The first people who saw Jesus as the Messiah observed him not in monarchial splendor, but as a Lamb. John the Baptist tells us this Lamb came to take away the sin of the world, that he first revealed himself to Israel, and that he is the Son of God. How easy it would have been to speak in lofty theological language of Old Testament themes. But John wanted no misunderstanding among his hearers, either disciples or religious leaders, so he affirmed what he knew: I have seen and I testify that this is the Son of God.
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