John 1:19-34

The previous passage provided insights into the identity of Christ and the purpose of his coming.  Beginning with this passage, John 1:19-34, John shifts to historical narrative regarding John the Baptist.  Some priests and Levites had been sent by the Pharisees to inquire about John’s identity.  See the supplement regarding disciples of John the Baptist, priests, Levites and Pharisees.  There was a variety of Jewish religious groups in Israel, as well as a range of political inclinations.  Staying aware of who the key players were was critical to those in power, those having influence, and those struggling to maintain stability under Rome’s strong military and economic grip.     
John 1:19-21

This is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent to him priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, "Who are you?" 20 And he confessed and did not deny, but confessed, "I am not the Christ." 21 They asked him, "What then? Are you Elijah?" And he said, "I am not." "Are you the Prophet?" And he answered, "No."
 

John the Baptist is a relative of Jesus, likely a cousin (possibly once removed, second cousin; see Luke 1:36).
All priests were of the tribe of Levi, as were the Levites.  It could also be said that all priests were of the tribe of Levi, but not all those of the tribe of Levi were priests, or, all Levites were of the tribe of Levi, but not all those of the tribe of Levi were Levites.  The Levites carried out other duties related to and within the temple that were not carried out by the priests, such as being musicians, temple guards, and craftsmen for work in the inner part of the temple. Priests and Levites could be of the Pharisee or of the Sadducee persuasion – the ones asking the questions of John were apparently of the Pharisee persuasion, likely directed by high-ranking Pharisees, and the high-ranking Pharisees wanted to know who John the Baptist claimed to be.

Daniel 9:24-27 would have indicated that it was about time that the Messiah (the Christ, the Anointed One) would come, and the Pharisees believed in the Messiah, but the Sadducees did not.  Then they asked John if he was Elijah, which would have been and out of Malachi 4:5-6.  While Malachi 4:5-6 refers to someone coming who is like in spirit and power to Elijah (which John the Baptist really was; Luke 1:17) John seems to have denied that he was Elijah himself.  ‘The Prophet’ that they asked him about was the one spoken of by Moses, in Deuteronomy 18:15-18.  The Jews did not make the connection that the Messiah and the Prophet were the same person:

John 7:40-42

Some of the people therefore, when they heard these words, were saying, "This certainly is the Prophet." 41 Others were saying, "This is the Christ [the Messiah]." Still others were saying, "Surely the Christ [the Messiah] is not going to come from Galilee, is He? 42 "Has not the Scripture said that the Christ [the Messiah] comes from the descendants of David,  and from Bethlehem, the village where David was?"

Regardless, John denied he was the Messiah, Elijah himself, or the Prophet.       
John 1:22-23

Then they said to him, "Who are you, so that we may give an answer to those who sent us? What do you say about yourself?" 23 He said, "I am a voice of one crying in the wilderness, 'make straight the way of the Lord,' as Isaiah the prophet said." 

John the Baptist is referring to Isaiah 40:3.  That would have given the priests and Levites their answer, but they still didn’t understand why John the Baptist would be baptizing people without proper authorization, so, having been sent by the Pharisees, and wanting an answer, they asked him why he is baptizing.
John 1:24-25

Now they had been sent from the Pharisees
. 25 They asked him, and said to him, "Why then are you baptizing, if you are not the Christ, nor Elijah, nor the Prophet?" 

As the Pharisees would see it, the only valid authorization for John to baptize would have been if he was one of these three who were prophesied about in the Old Testament and therefore anticipated by the Pharisees.  As it was, the practice of the Jews was to baptize oneself, and not to have John or anyone else baptize others.  Also, while John was preaching a baptism of repentance (Matthew 3:8,11), the Jews viewed the Gentiles as needing to repent – not themselves, and certainly not the Pharisees.

Further, since the Pharisees thought of themselves as certainly the most spiritually high ranking men in all of Israel, the Messiah, Elijah or the Prophet would most assuredly have sought them out, but John did not seek out the Pharisees, nor go where the Pharisees could easily be found.  Instead, the Pharisees had to seek out John, and that made John suspect, in their view, along with his baptizing.    
John 1:26-28

John answered them saying, "I baptize in water, but among you stands One whom you do not know. 27 It is He who comes after me, the thong of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie." 28 These things took place in Bethany beyond the Jordan, where John was baptizing.
John not only doesn’t give them an answer that they will be satisfied with, but he points them to Jesus Christ, who is the Messiah, and who is also the Prophet.  With a few exceptions, such as Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea (John 19:38), the Pharisees would not put together that Jesus was the Messiah and the Prophet.  John tells them that they don’t know Him, that He comes after John in time, and that John isn’t even worthy to untie Jesus’ sandals – a task that would have been assigned to the lowest-ranking of  household servants, prior to washing that person’s feet.
Bethany beyond the Jordan, also mentioned in John 3:26 and 10:40, is specified in order to differentiate it from the other Bethany, just east of Jerusalem, where Lazarus was raised (John 11:1).  John then says something the very next day which makes clear who the One is that he spoke of the day before. 

John 1:29

The next day he saw Jesus coming to him and said, "Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! 

John the Baptist is not talking with any ambiguity here.  Jesus is the One about whom he was speaking.  But John makes a connection in verse 29 that was not understood by the Pharisees, nor those priests and Levites of the Pharisee persuasion that were asking questions the day before.  Jesus is the Lamb of God, an identification that only is made by John in the New Testament, in the Gospel of John and in the book of Revelation.    The Pharisees did have a teaching that there was a suffering Messiah, known as Messiah ben Joseph, named after Joseph the son of Jacob.  They identified Isaiah 52:13-53:12 as describing Messiah ben Joseph.  But they didn’t place a major emphasis on Messiah ben Joseph, and they didn’t see him as the same as Messiah ben David, nor did they see Messiah ben David as the same as the Prophet.

"Behold the Lamb of God" presented Jesus as the Lamb that God would provide as a

substitute sacrifice for humankind's sin (Genesis 4:4; 8:20; 22:8, 13-14; Exodus 12:3-17; Isaiah 53:7, 12; 1 Corinthians 5:7; 1 Peter 1:19).  John was clearly pointing to Jesus as God’s Lamb for the gospel of Substitution.

The Lamb of God will take away the sin of the world.  “Take away” does not mean that Christ just makes all of the sin of the whole world go away.  It means that He lifts the sins off of each one of us in order to take those sins upon Himself and make payment for those sins.  It is those who believe that Christ died for their sins, was buried and rose again who take advantage of that payment and have their sins forgiven and have eternal life (John 3:16; 1 John 2:2). 
One other insight we need to bring forward, and that is that John the Baptist seemed to understand some things that the disciples would not understand until years later:

1) Jesus came to deal with the sin problem, not just individual sins or the sins of certain individuals.

2) While Jesus would present the gospel of the kingdom to the Jews, the gospel of substitution was for the whole world, and Jesus was the Lamb of God for the whole world.  That is why Paul could write to the church at Corinth, composed mostly of Gentiles, that Christ is our Passover (1 Corinthians 5:7).  John then explains some very valuable spiritual realities.       
John 1:30-34

"This is He on behalf of whom I said, 'After me comes a Man who has a higher rank than I, for He existed before me.' 31 I did not recognize Him, but so that He might be manifested to Israel, I came baptizing in water." 32 John testified saying, "I have seen the Spirit descending as a dove out of heaven, and He remained upon Him. 33 I did not recognize Him, but He who sent me to baptize in water said to me, 'He upon whom you see the Spirit descending and remaining upon Him, this is the One who baptizes in the Holy Spirit.' 34 I myself have seen, and have testified that this is the Son of God."
A number of very important truths can be drawn from this passage.  
Verses 30 and 34 say that Jesus is both man and deity – the Son of God.  It is Christ’s deity that makes Him higher in rank than John.
John was born about six months before Jesus, so by earthly measure John came before Jesus.  But John says that Jesus comes before him, which also recognizes Christ’s deity.  Christ, as deity, came before John – way, way before John ever existed.
Jesus’ purpose in His first coming was to be manifested to Israel, in the land given to Israel, being sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel (Matthew 15:24), and sending His disciples out only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel (Matthew 10:6),  and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom (Matthew 4:23; 9:35).  
Between Matthew 3:16, Mark 1:10, Luke 3:22 and John 1:32 it is clear that we are seeing the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit in one event, the baptism of Jesus.  The baptism of John did not have the same meaning as Christian baptism.  John’s baptism meant that one was identifying with John’s message.  So for Jesus to be baptized by John was not to represent that Jesus was born again – Jesus didn’t need to be born again – but rather to say that Jesus, too, identified with John’s message, that He, Jesus, was the Lamb of God, and that He, the Lamb of God, accepted John’s declarations about Him.
John the Baptist twice says, “I did not recognize Him…”, in verses 31 and 33.                         Why would John say that – even saying it twice - and what did he mean by it?

What does John mean by “…He baptizes with the Holy Spirit…”?                                                   
When did or will Jesus ‘baptize with the Holy Spirit’?
See Isaiah chapter 11, Ezekiel 36: 22-32; 37:11-14; John 14:16, 17, 26; 15:26; 16:7-13; Acts 1:1-11; 1 Corinthians 12:12-13.
In this passage John says that the Spirit remained or is remaining on Jesus (verses 32, 33).  What is the significance of that, and why would John state that twice?  
� This and all Scripture quotes are from the New American Standard Updated (NASU), unless stated otherwise.


� The NIV has it that this verse is saying that these men are Pharisees.  It is likely that these priests and Levites were of the Pharisee persuasion, but had been sent by the Pharisees who were in power, among the Sanhedrin.
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