Who do you think you are? : the message of John the Baptist

Matthew 3 : 8 February 2009

In God’s life-changing plan of love and grace to His people, John the Baptist was sent ahead of Jesus to prepare the way for Him by calling the people to stop and think about their lives and ask themselves some pretty big questions about how they saw God : as a tyrant to be feared, or a Father to be loved? 

Please note the humility of John the Baptist, and I mean that in the proper sense of the word. John was no simpering shrinking violet who hid behind the pot-plants in a fake play-act of modesty. He was ready to stand up and be counted. He knew he was called by God, and he wasn’t too embarrassed or self-conscious to fulfil that call, even if for a while it did make him the talk of the town.

Humility isn’t being so shy and retiring that you won’t step up to the plate when needed unless 20 different people get down on their knees and beg you, nor is it doing something with a throwaway remark that “I’m no good at this”, all the time inviting everyone to say “not at all” and praise you to the rooftops. That’s not the virtue of humility, it’s the vice of insecurity, and it does not honour God. 
True humility is agreeing with what God says about you, never mind what people might say about you, or even what you might say about yourself. It means being aware of, and confident in, who you are and what you are in Jesus, and to some ears that comes over as something far removed from conventional “humility”.

Scripture teaches that you are the righteousness of God in Christ [2 Corinthians 5.21], whom Christ has redeemed from the curse of the Law that the blessing of Abraham may come upon you through him [Galatians 3.14], chosen before the creation of the world and blessed with every spiritual blessing in Christ [Ephesians 1.4], our sins forgiven on account of his name [1 John 2.12]. 
And so on through all the wonderful promises of God. But if we dare speak these things out loud, some people accuse us of arrogance, so to avoid rocking the boat we talk ourselves down as just an unworthy sinner muddling through. Which sounds humble, but is actually a lie. It’s not what God says about us in His Word, therefore it’s a lie. End of story. I’m very sorry, but I’m not going to tell lies just to avoid ruffling unbelieving feathers. If anyone doesn’t like the fact that we are forgiven, healed, redeemed and loved by divine grace, too bad!

John had this concept of humility just right. He knew who and what he was, he knew who and what he wasn’t. He did not pretend that he was the Messiah, but was quite happy with his role of setting the stage for Him. He had an immense and healthy reverence for Jesus, claiming [v.11] that he wasn’t fit to lace his boots, and we see [v.14] he struggled to understand why he had to baptise the Messiah – but notice that he didn’t argue the point with Jesus. When Jesus said “Just do it, John”, John just did it. That’s humility. 
Let’s look at what John says about Jesus. He will baptise with the Holy Spirit and with fire [v.11]. Now this is strong stuff, but again it’s a fulfilment of what the Old Testament had looked forward to. First, the Holy Spirit :

Proverbs 1:23 : Come here and listen to me! I'll pour out the spirit of wisdom upon you and make you wise. Isaiah 44:3 : I will give you abundant water to quench your thirst and to moisten your parched fields. And I will pour out my Spirit and my blessings on your children. Joel 2:28f : I will pour out my Spirit upon all people. Your sons and daughters will prophesy. Your old men will dream dreams. Your young men will see visions. In those days, I will pour out my Spirit even on servants, men and women alike.  

The water baptism of John’s ministry was OK as far as it went, washing away sin – but it was only the beginning. What Jesus would bring was a heart that no longer wanted to sin, and that’s something completely revolutionary. John in his ministry could only do damage limitation after the event of sin and make people wish it could be different. Jesus made it possible to be different.

It is the Holy Spirit who, whenever we make a decision to follow Jesus all the days of our lives, changes our essential being. It is no exaggeration to say that a life of faith in Jesus is a new life, Jesus himself in John 3 calls it being born again. Paul described it to the church at Corinth like this : a new creation – the old has gone, the new has come, and if anyone knew how true that is, it was Paul, the one time hammer of the church.

The very second we make a conscious informed decision to follow Jesus Christ for life, something very dramatic happens. Our own human spirit is completely re-branded, and sealed for eternity [see Ephesians 1.13]. From that point on, our destiny is assured and nothing can change it. But that’s only the beginning, as the Holy Spirit now in charge of our human spirit rings the changes within us.

The Holy Spirit gets to work on our souls – our character, our personality – and gradually re-aligns our thoughts, our emotions, our decisions to line up with the Word of God. Now let me say straight away, for 99% of us, that is a long process that sometimes feels like 2 steps forward, 1 step back. Anyone know what I mean by that? Just when you start to feel you’re really making progress with the Lord, the devil blindsides you, chucks a banana skin on your path, and down you go.

Do not let that get you down. Do not get discouraged when you have a bad day. Do not beat yourself up and think of yourself as one whose fate is always to be a second-class citizen of the Kingdom of God. That’s not how Jesus sees you. 
He hardly even notices your temporary slip-up. He has forgotten your past, he has forgiven your present, he focuses on your future. When he called you, he recognised your potential, and he will work with you to bring out that potential. He never gives up on you, so don’t ever give up on him. As Joyce Meyer often says : I’m not what I should be, but thank God I’m not what I used to be. Amen? 

Now let’s take a moment to think about this fire business. What is all that about? Fire does a number of things. First, it burns up rubbish, gets rid of stuff we don’t need and that doesn’t do us any good. From time to time we all need to ask ourselves : is there anything in my life that doesn’t need to be there, that’s just renting space in my mind and keeping me back from being all I can be?

Is there a pocket of unforgiveness toward somebody, a hurt, a grudge, stashed away in our memory bank that shoots to the surface every time we see a certain face, hear a certain voice? We don’t need that! Get it on the bonfire. Or is there part of our life we just don’t want to submit to God, for fear he takes it away from us? If there’s fear involved, that’s a sure sign something’s out of balance.
Is there’s a relationship you’re trying to keep away from God? Then let me tell you it is an unhealthy relationship – stop making excuses and walk away from it! Is there’s a possession, or an activity, you’re afraid God will tell you to give up? Then you’re putting that thing above God. That’s the sin of idolatry, and I can assure you that you do not want to be there. Get that sorted out, and quickly.

That kind of fire has a purifying effect. Malachi 3:2 : For he will be like a blazing fire that refines metal or like a strong soap that whitens clothes. But there’s more. Fire often implies passion, as in fire in the belly, and if that passion is properly directed toward something that God is passionate about, great. 
As Christians, we should burn with a righteous anger against poverty, disease, injustice and exploitation. We should have an uncompromising determination to do all we can, by natural and supernatural means, to eliminate these obscenities from the face of the earth. We should have a burning desire to combat the wrong beliefs that hold so many of our family, friends and colleagues captive in defeat, and to share instead the good news that on the cross Jesus has broken the curse of Adam’s disobedience and set us free to enjoy unbroken fellowship with God. 
In 3 John 2, the beloved disciple says I pray that you may prosper and enjoy good health, just as your soul prospers. That’s God’s best for His people, and is released into our lives only by faith in Jesus. But far too many people have been deceived into believing that nasty things like illness, accidents and all sorts of problems are sent by God to strengthen our character. That is a lie of the devil.  It portrays God as a child-abuser! I, for one, am passionate about exposing and rooting out these destructive deceptions so that God’s people can live in freedom and in victory which Jesus by the shedding of His blood has paid for. 

I pray that we will all receive a fresh baptism of the Holy Spirit with fire, getting rid of the old junk and becoming a new creation in Christ, passionate to spread his Good News in word and deed. Let Ale & Teviot United Church become in reality what Jesus has commanded, authorised, and empowered us to be : a people of power, history-makers for His Kingdom – and the sooner the better!

