A Man Like No Other #7

“Whose Side Are We On?”

John 3:22-36

Today is the day college basketball fans long for all year: Selection Sunday for the NCAA basketball tournament. Later this afternoon, fans will watch as 68 teams are selected and seeded to play for the National Championship of college basketball.


This year’s tournament does not hold as much anticipation as in other years because of one team’s dominance throughout the season. Some are calling this year’s tournament “The Kentucky Wildcats Invitational” in which everyone else is playing for second place. Ranked number one before the season ever started, Kentucky has swept through their season undefeated, seeking to become the first undefeated champion in nearly four decades.


Kentucky’s success has come as no surprise to most who follow the game. With a roster stocked full with talented players who will play one year (two at the most) in college before jumping to the NBA, the Wildcats were expected to dominate their competition. What has come as a surprise to many is how they have done it. After a particularly impressing win over a top-5 ranked team one writer observed,

It is not just the talent. You might want to believe it is just the talent, depending on your perspective on the Kentucky basketball phenomenon. You might want to believe the 2014-15 Wildcats are blessed with such an abundance of tall, skilled and athletically gifted players that their excellence is inevitable. Perhaps it is. Perhaps Kentucky could play a garbage brand of basketball and still defeat any of the other nine top-10 college teams. Here’s the thing: It’s likely we never will know. The Wildcats do not choose to play it that way.


While coach John Calipari recruits talent, he teaches teamwork. Whether you love him or hate him as a coach (most fans do one or the other), you had to admit that he has taken young egos and has shaped a team that may just be unbeatable over the next three weeks. Other teams in the past may have had as much (or more) sheer talent, but the talented players could not work together toward a common goal.


Teamwork. When people work together, much can be accomplished; when people fight with each other or only look out for themselves, rarely will anything of value get done. This is true in the Christian church as well as on the basketball court. Psalm 133:1 declares, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!” I’m sure we can all think of times when this was true, perhaps on an athletic team, a community, a work place, or a church. The reverse is also true, and we could paraphrase that verse as, “How bad and unpleasant it is when brothers don’t live together in unity!” I’m sure we’ve all been there, too.


As we continue our study in the life of Christ, we will see that conflicts can arise between the godliest of people. Sometimes we need to step back and ask ourselves the question, “Whose side are we on?”

A Close Proximity led to a Competitive Problem


Turn to John 3:22-24,

After this, Jesus and his disciples went out into the Judean countryside, where he spent some time with them, and baptized. Now John also was baptizing at Aenon near Salim, because there was plenty of water, and people were constantly coming to be baptized. (This was before John was put in prison.)

Here the disciples of Jesus and John the Baptist find themselves in close proximity to each other in their ministries. The reason for this nearness was quite practical: Both were engaged in baptism, done in the Jordan River. Leon Morris comments,

It is difficult to think of this as Christian baptism in the later sense. More probably it represents a continuation of the “baptism of repentance” that was characteristic of John the Baptist, though with some implication of adherence to Jesus. Both Jesus and his first disciples had come from the circle around John, and it may well be that for some time they continued to urge people to submit to the baptism that symbolized repentance. We know that Jesus’ first preaching was the same as that of John, “Repent” (Matt. 3:2; 4:17). It may well be that the symbol of repentance was retained for a time also.


The baptism was the same, the message was the same, and the ministry was the same. (It may be worth pointing out that John 4:2 records, “although in fact it was not Jesus who baptized, but his disciples.”) They are ministering very close to each other.


This close proximity of ministries is very relevant today. In our town of Clinton, Illinois, the population numbers just under 7,500, and there are two dozen or so churches. In the city where we used to live—Decatur—there is a five-mile stretch of one road that has thirteen churches on it! Some churches literally sit in the shadows of another church.


The number of churches in our society is not a problem in and of itself, but it tends to lead to a problem similar to one mentioned in our text this morning….


John continues in verses 25-26,

An argument developed between some of John’s disciples and a certain Jew over the matter of ceremonial washing. 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.” 

At first it may seem that Jesus’ disciples and John’s disciples are squaring off, but such is not the case. John’s disciples had words with “a certain Jew,” whom the apostle John leaves unnamed, but it was neither Jesus nor any of His followers. But once the juices got flowing, some other emotions rise to the surface. As Warren Wiersbe points out, “When two popular preachers are involved in similar work, it is easy for both friends and enemies to get caught up in competition and comparison.”
 John’s disciples were feeling a bit frustrated and even a little jealous as they saw the growth of Jesus’ ministry and the decline of their own master.


This competitive problem is not unique to this text. Elsewhere in the Gospels we find the disciples arguing with each other over who is the greatest. The church at Corinth was splintered by factions based on their favorite preachers. Even today Christians often squabble with each other over their church affiliations, favorite preachers, or doctrinal stands. Satan’s favorite tool against the Church is to get Christians to fight with each other instead of fighting against him.

A Correct Perspective led to a Clear Priority


How do we combat this competitive problem? We must begin with a correct perspective, which John the Baptist demonstrates in verses 27-30, 

To this John replied, “A man can receive only what is given him from heaven. You yourselves can testify that I said, ‘I am not the Christ﻿﻿ but am sent ahead of him.’ 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. He must become greater; I must become less.”

John immediately defuses the volatile situation. He brings with a conviction that marks all ministries: “A man can only receive what is given him from heaven.” Paul states a similar truth in 1 Corinthians 3:6-7, “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow.” Whenever there is spiritual success—call it evangelism, revival, or church growth—that success comes from God. Yes, God gives gifts to people, and gifted people to the Church, but we must remember that our gifts and opportunities come from God, and He alone must get the glory.


With this correct perspective there is no room for jealousy or competition. We realize that we are on the same side. The success of one Christian or church does not mean the defeat or failure of another, for we are working side by side on the same team. We ought to rejoice when a brother or sister succeeds, not hope for their demise so that we look better by comparison.

William Barclay illustrates this perspective:

There was a certain American minister called Dr. Spence; once he was popular and his church was full; but as the years passed his people drifted away. To the church across the road came a new young minister who was attracting the crowds. One evening in Dr. Spence’s church there was a very small gathering. The doctor looked at the little flock. “﻿Where have all the people gone?﻿” he asked. There was an embarrassed silence; then one of his office-bearers said: “﻿I think they have gone to the church across the street to hear the new minister.﻿” Dr. Spence was silent for a moment; then he smiled. “﻿Well, then,﻿” he said, “﻿I think we ought to follow them.﻿” And he descended from his pulpit and led his people across the road.


How many of us could do that? (Not many preachers, I dare say!) This shows the tremendous humility and character of John the Baptist. I agree with Morris as he writes,

The last words of the Baptist to be recorded in this Gospel form surely one of the greatest utterances that ever fell from human lips. It is not particularly easy in this world to gather followers about one for a serious purpose. But when they have been gathered it is infinitely harder to detach them and firmly insist that they go after another. It is the measure of John’s greatness that he did just that.


He had the correct perspective on himself and his ministry. It’s all about Jesus. For a servant of Christ to seek to attract attention to himself is really a form of disloyalty.
 This correct perspective leads to a clear priority. The apostle concludes in verses 31-36,

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. He testifies to what he has seen and heard, but no one accepts his testimony. The man who has accepted it has certified that God is truthful. For the one whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God gives the Spirit without limit. The Father loves the Son and has placed everything in his hands. Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on him.

Twice John underscores the fact that Jesus (“the one who comes from above”) is above all. As Paul writes in Colossians 1:18, “And He is the head of the body, the church, who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in all things He may have the preeminence” [nkjv]. Jesus must take precedence over the minister, the board, the budget—everything.

Furthermore, the end of this text gives the clear priority for the church’s mission. Verse 36 says, “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on him.” While this might seem academic to us, it shows that what is at stake in the ministry of the Son is nothing less than the bringing of salvation to the world.


As Christians, we have one Master—our Lord Jesus Christ—and we have one mission—to take the good news about Christ to a lost and dying world. All of our worship and praise must be directed toward God. Everything we do ought to revolve around our mission, which I think is put best in John Stott’s book, Our Guilty Silence: “The mission of the Church cannot mean less than the whole Church bringing the whole gospel to the whole world.”
 


And when we have our focus on our Master and our mission, there will be much less dissention and dissatisfaction. People won’t worry about or weasel their way to get power, for Jesus is the Lord of the Church. Folks won’t get up in arms about matters of personal preference because our mission is all about others. Christians will not care if they get their “props” for their service, for they are members of one body. Churches will work together rather than competing against each other, for we are all on the same side. Congregations will be less likely to split—since most church splits tend to be over personalities or preferences.


Most importantly, when the Christian Church adopts a correct perspective and a clear priority, Jesus Christ will be glorified and the lost will come to Christ. It’s a win-win situation for everyone.
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