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Part 6 – Faithful Witness 
 
John 1:19-34      
The conclusion of the prologue (vv. 1-18) leads to the first of the 
two major sections of John’s Gospel, the Book of Signs. As the 
name suggests, the Book of Signs is characterized by seven 
major “signs” which establish Jesus’ deity and everlasting 
authority as the Son of God. The verb translated “bear witness,” 
and the noun “witness” or “testimony” are key words and concepts 
throughout John’s Gospel. Indeed, John gives his gospel the 
flavor of courtroom testimony in the way he calls forth witnesses. 

He is presenting evidence. The Book of Signs begins with the witness of John the Baptist. The Baptist’s 
significance has already been hinted at in the prologue. Now the pivotal nature of his ministry will become 
clear. And through the example of John the Baptist we learn vital lessons about what it means to be a 
faithful witness to Jesus Christ.  
 
1. The Humility of Faithful Witness         
Vv. 19-22 – “So they said to him, ‘Who are you? We need to give an answer to those who sent us. What 
do you say about yourself?’” (vs. 22) 

 John the Baptist is a remarkable and truly significant person in redemptive history. He was the prophet 
sent by God after 400 years of silence. His conception was announced by the angel Gabriel. In utero, he 
was the first to “recognize” Jesus as he too rested in the womb of his mother. While preaching in Pisidion 
Antioch, the Apostle Paul mentions John the Baptist as vital part of the history of redemption (Acts 13). 
Not surprisingly, John had attracted a significant following. What is more, he was calling Jews to be 
baptized unto repentance (something that was though only to be appropriate for Gentiles). All of this 
caused quite a stir among the leaders in Jerusalem. So, a delegation was sent from Jerusalem to 
investigate John. They were especially curious about who he claimed to be.  

 What are we to think about John’s reference to “the Jews” in verse 19? John employs the term some 70 
times in his gospel. Sometimes “the Jews” is a neutral reference to those who belong to ethnic Israel. 
Other times it is used positively (“Salvation is from the Jews” 4:22). But the majority of times John 
references “the Jews” it is in a negative sense. But this is far from anti-Semitism. John the Baptist, the 
Apostles, and of course Jesus were all Jews. “The Jews” is John’s shorthand for the religious opposition 
to Jesus, the disciples and the gospel. There are times when John describes Jewish people who feared 
“the Jews” (9:22).1 

Vs. 23 – “…I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’ as the 
prophet Isaiah said.’” 

 Here John appropriates the words of Isaiah, one of Israel’s greatest prophets (Isaiah 40:3). And like those 
great prophets of old, John the Baptist was a voice proclaiming God’s Word. John spoke, as it were, from 
“the wilderness.” In the Bible, the term “wilderness” often pulls double duty, indicating the unpopulated 
regions deprived of life-sustaining resources as well as a metaphor for the world’s fallen condition.  

Vv. 24-25 – “(Now they had been sent from the Pharisees)…” 

 The Judaism of John’s day consisted of various sects. The Pharisees were, at that time, the most 
influential of Jewish sects. They, along with the Sadducees (often at theological odds with the Pharisees) 
made up the Sanhedrin, the Jewish Ruling Council (John 11:4). Jesus and the Pharisees are typically 
portrayed as being in sharp conflict. Jesus revealed their lack of understanding of the spirit of the law 
even while they strove to conform to the letter of the law. The Pharisees were indeed devout and, more 
than anyone, could lay claim to legalistic righteousness. Perhaps this is why the gospel accounts focus 
on the conflict between Jesus and the Pharisees; to show that even the most “righteous” sinners cannot 
be justified before God by their own merit. To this temple delegation John denied being the Messiah, 
Elijah, and “the Prophet” (A reference from Deuteronomy 18 to an end times prophet likened to Moses). 
Later, Jesus would say that John was indeed Elijah (metaphorically). But John was far too humble to lay 
claim to such a lofty title (Matthew 11:11-14).  

                                                           
1 Gary Burge, John, NAC (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000) p. 71   
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Vv. 26-27 – “John answered them, ‘I baptize with water…” 

 The baptism practiced by John was not Christian baptism (remember, that Jesus had not yet 
accomplished atonement). Baptism was not uncommon in the Judaism of that day. It was used as part 
of the admission rites for Gentile converts to Judaism. The washing symbolized a cleansing from the 
defilement of their former religions. Their baptism served as a ceremonial washing indicating repentance 
from sin. But John was baptizing Jews. By doing so, he was making a bold statement about the spiritual 
condition of his own people. 

 John’s own self-assessment indicates his understanding of the status of Jesus. In John’s day it was said 
that even a lowly disciple was not expected to untie the strap of his master’s sandal, so menial was the 
task.2 But here, John the Baptist says that such a lowly act was too high for him to perform for Jesus. 
Whatever stature John had attained in the eyes of many people, he considered himself to be the slave of 
Christ. John was saying, “Who I am is of very little relevance. I am a voice. The question that needs to 
occupy you is ‘Who is the One who stands among us whose sandal I am not worthy to untie?”  

 Faithful witness to Christ comes most effectively from humble people. They know that the light must be 
directed to Jesus. It’s a humility that gladly takes on the role of spokesperson for Someone far greater. 
Humble witnesses are happy to say of themselves, “I am a voice.”  

 
2. The Content of Faithful Witness    
Vv. 28-30 – “…Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” 

 John uses the word “behold” more often than the rest of the New Testament combined. The title “Lamb 
of God” is unique to John’s gospel though the Apostle refers to Jesus as “the Lamb” in Revelation. 
Nevertheless, Jesus as the Lamb of God is very much a part of the Christian vocabulary as it so vividly 
portrays his mission to lay down his life in payment for the sins of God’s people (atonement).  

 Jesus as the “Lamb of God who takes way the sin of the world,” brings to mind the Passover sacrifice 
first prescribed by God as the means by which he would preserve their lives and deliver them from 
captivity in Egypt (Exodus 12). We also think of the suffering servant led away like a lamb to the slaughter 
(Isaiah 53) as well as the triumphant, though sacrificed Lamb of Revelation 4. But it is surely the Passover 
that is uppermost in John’s mind as he “frames his story of Jesus with episodes that happen on or near 
three annual celebrations of Passover.”3 

 Though Jesus’ death is sufficient to pay for the sins of every individual who has ever lived, He did not 
atone for the sins of every individual in the world. That would mean universal salvation which the Bible 
explicitly and repeatedly denies. Rather, John is announcing to his Jewish hearers that Jesus’ death is 
not for Jews only but also for Gentiles. Jesus did not limit his atoning work to one nation or ethnicity. He 
died for “the world.” Of these words, John Calvin writes in his commentary on John: 

“John uses the word sin in the singular number for any kind of iniquity; as if he had said that every 
kind of unrighteousness which alienates men from God is taken away by Christ…[He] extends 
this favor indiscriminately to the whole human race, that the Jews might not think that he had 
been sent to them alone…John the Baptist, by speaking generally of the sin of the world, intended 
to impress upon us the conviction of our own misery, and to exhort us to seek the remedy. Now 
our duty is to embrace the benefit which is offered to all, that each of us may be convinced that 
there is nothing to hinder him from obtaining reconciliation in Christ, provided that he comes to 
him by the guidance of faith.” 

 “The world” also points to the fact that Jesus’ death was for the entire created order. Not only did Jesus 
die to redeem sinners from all nations but his death was also sufficient for the redemption of the fallen 
cosmos. 

 “Bethany across the Jordan” (vs. 28) is a different location than the Bethany where Jesus will raise 
Lazarus from the dead (the final and greatest of his signs). In this “first Bethany” Jesus is announced as 
“the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” Near the end of chapter 11, in the “second 
Bethany,” the High Priest Caiaphas prophesies with words he surely did not understand that Jesus would 
die for his people. The Book of Signs, then, is framed by references to the first and second Bethany in 
which Jesus is proclaimed as the one who will die for the sins of his people. The proclamation of Jesus 
and his death for sinners has always been and remains the centerpiece of all faithful witness.  

                                                           
2 Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971) p. 144  
3 Karen Jobes, John Through Old Testament Eyes (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic, 2001) p. 45 
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3. The Confidence of Faithful Witness     
Vs. 31 – “…For this purpose I came baptizing with water, that he might be revealed to Israel.” 

 John’s baptism of Jesus (which the Apostle reports on but does not narrate) had already occurred by this 
time. Prior to seeing the Spirit of God descend upon Jesus in visible form, John the Baptist did not know 
that Jesus was the Messiah. That is, he “did not know him.” In witnessing the descent of the Spirit upon 
Jesus, John recognized that ultimately his ministry of baptism was used by God to publicly reveal Jesus 
as the Messiah. The other gospel accounts, narrating the event, describe the audible voice of the Father 
publicly affirming Jesus as his beloved Son.  

 “Might be revealed,” indicates “bringing into clear light.”4 Everything Jesus did was meant to bear witness 
to his identity. Likewise, those who saw the truth saw no alternative than to give testimony to this same 
reality. Their confidence of John the Baptist’s witness did not come from a particular feeling but from that 
which he saw.  

Vv. 32-33 – “…I saw the Spirit descend from Heaven like a dove, and it remained on him.” 

 John the Baptist witnessed a physical manifestation of the Holy Spirit descend upon Jesus at his baptism 
as something resembling the downward flight of a dove. What is more, the Holy Spirit “remained on him.” 
That is, this Divine anointing of the man Jesus was not a temporary event but an ongoing reality. None 
of this indicates any temporary separation in the Trinity. The Father, Son, and Spirit have never been 
separated. Rather, because of his incarnation in human flesh, Jesus experienced things according to his 
humanity that cannot be said about his eternally divine nature. Though the anointing of the Holy Spirit 
upon Jesus was a unique event, there is a sense in which he left a pattern for us that we all need the 
indwelling Spirit of God. Indeed, Jesus is the one who “baptizes” his people with the Holy Spirit. That is, 
regeneration or the new birth, is the result of the Spirit of God bringing dead sinners to life in Christ.   

Vs. 34 – “And I have seen and have borne witness that this is the Son of God.” 

 Once again in the style of legal testimony John bears witness that the evidence is clear: Jesus is the Son 
of God. There is much confidence to be had from this. We do not testify to myths. We bear witness to 
actual events. We testify on behalf of the Lord himself.  

 We too must bear witness to what we have seen and heard. The whole earth is filled with the Lord’s glory 
to the extent that unbelief is nearly impossible (Romans 1:18ff). Around the world men and women testify 
to the life giving and life changing power of the risen Jesus. The moral genius of the gospel and its power 
to change lives testify to its truthfulness. But more than anything we bear witness to what we “see” in the 
Word of God, that sword which is able to pierce our hearts and discern our thoughts and motives 
(Hebrews 4:12). The living and active word of God testifies to our hearts that everything God has said 
and accomplished through Jesus Christ can be trusted to the extent that this written testimony is of greater 
evidentiary value than even someone being raised from the dead (Luke 16:27-31).  

                                                           
4 Morris, 151  


