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Since we’ve already spent a lot of time studying the first half of John 3, I would like to spend our time tonight looking at the second half of the chapter.  But first, I want to take you back to some verses in the Old Testament to help you better understand what is going on here.  Turn to Exodus 19:5,6 (OT124) and notice a special agreement that God made with the people of Israel.  We have a special word for this agreement: a “covenant.” Like the promise made by two people when they get married, a covenant is very serious and should be permanent.  The people agreed to follow all of the commands of God, and God promised that Israel would be His very own, special people.  God gave many commands in the books of Exodus and Leviticus.  The people responded in agreement – they will do it all (Exodus 24:7 OT133).

But here was the problem: it was impossible to do keep all of God’s laws.  So why would God give an impossible task to His chosen people?  Look at Psalm 19:7 (OT897) – If the Law of God was impossible to keep, how could it “revive the soul”?  God wanted His people to learn an important lesson – their sin (and the sin of all mankind) has separated them from God, and their only hope was to receive a Savior.  The law of the “Old Covenant” simply served to bring people to Christ, the promised Savior (Galatians 3:24 NT333).  This “New Covenant” was prophesied by 600 years before Jesus came in Jeremiah 31:31-33 (OT1282).

Unfortunately, the Jewish people did not understand God’s plan.  They took the “Old Covenant,” added more laws, and built traditions around it.  Their entire society and culture was focused on trying to keep the law, proudly rejecting anyone who opposed them.  With this in mind, think about a verse we read last week – John 2:18 (NT163).  Even though the Jewish temple was reduced to a place of business instead of a place of worship, imagine how angry the Jewish leaders were when Jesus interrupted their traditional golden holiday.  He was the Savior that they should’ve been waiting for, but they were so stuck in their traditions, that they rejected Him instead of receiving Him.  That’s why John 1:10,11 tells us the sad fact that His own people did not recognize or receive Him.

With that in mind, turn and read John 3:18 (NT164).  These are strong words, but here is the point: Every person on earth is separated from God by their sin.  No one is good enough to enter the presence of the Holy God (heaven).  God does not condemn anyone – everyone is already condemned by their own choices.  There is only one way to have our sins forgiven – by believing in the one and only Son of God.  No religion, no tradition, no good works can take away our sin and make us acceptable to God.  
We can all understand verses 19-20: when we are involved in something sinful, we want to keep it hidden.  We want to stay away from the light.  But there is good news in verse 21.  If we seek to know the truth, we will find ourselves in the light. And when we are in the light, we see our sin and see Jesus, giving us the opportunity to be saved.  Here is the key to saving faith: do you love the truth (2 Thessalonians 2:10,13 NT364)?  The Jewish leaders loved their traditions more than they loved the truth.  How about you?  Do you love something else more than the truth?  Approval (of supervisor, parents, or society), success, harmony, wealth, ….
Before we read the next verses in the Gospel of John, please turn to Hebrews 1:1 (NT383).  Throughout the Old Testament, God communicated to His people through prophets.  He would give them a special message and they would share it with the people.  Turn to page 1 of the New Testament.  Now, turn back about 10 pages to the book of Malachi (OT1547).  This book, written about 400BC, records the words of the last Old Testament prophet.  In Malachi 3:1 (OT1549), we hear an important prophecy about two people: the Lord, and a messenger that will come before Him.  That messenger is John the Baptist, the one who announced the coming of Jesus.

Even though Malachi was the last prophet in the Old Testament, John the Baptist was actually the final prophet of the Old Covenant.  He brought the final message from God before Jesus began His ministry.  Think about it this way:  as John finished his message, the Old Covenant was ending, and as Jesus began teaching, the New Covenant was beginning (Luke 16:16 NT139).  Of course, the Jewish people did not want to accept the possibility of the ending of the Old Covenant.  But they could not stop the plan of God.
Returning to John 3, disciples of John the Baptist came to him with some bad news (verse 26): Jesus was becoming more popular than John.  In response, John gives an important answer (verse 27): everything we have comes from God, including ministry.  We should never compare ourselves with someone else, and we should never compare the results of what we do with what someone else does.  Everything we have is a gift from God, and we should gratefully receive every gift from Him. 

In verses 28-29, John calls himself the “friend of the bridegroom.” As I mentioned last time, Jesus is the “bridegroom” of the church.  He has come to save His bride and prepare her for residence in the Father’s house.  Since Jesus is the bride, what job did John have?  In a Judean wedding, the friend of the bridegroom would bring the bride to the wedding ceremony.  How did John fulfil this role?

Even though John had a difficult life, I think that he understood the secret to genuine joy.  Read verse 29 again and listen to John talk about his joy.  John had a very clear understanding of his purpose in life.  He was not worried about the expectations of others and didn’t worry when he saw his ministry (and life) coming to an end.  His joy was found in this: understanding and following God’s calling on his life.
Let’s take a closer look at John the Baptist.  Turn to Matthew 3:1-4 (NT4).  You can see that his calling led him away from the normal culture of the day.  He lived in the desert, wore clothes that were not high-fashion, and ate whatever food he could find.  He also found himself at odds with the religious culture of the day (verse 7).  He was clear about his calling, even though he didn’t always have perfect understanding (verses 13-15).  But he was ready to obey Jesus, even when it didn’t make sense to him.
Now, let’s back up for a minute and look at another man who listened for the calling of God, Abraham.  In Genesis 11:31-32 (OT18), we see that a man named Terah was journeying with his family from Ur to Canaan.  But he stopped about halfway there, in the city of Haran.  We don’t know too much about Terah, but we do know this (Joshua 24:2 OT389) – he worshiped false gods.
But God did something very special for Abraham (Joshua 24:3a) – He took him from the land and called him.  Back in Genesis 12:1, listen to the call of God on Abram: he was told to “leave…” which literally means “to get out of.”  Even though his family was satisfied to come half way Canaan, God commanded Abram to make a personal step to get out of Haran.  This was a difficult command, to leave family, country, and culture.

And so, like John the Baptist, Abram left the familiar, comfortable life and journeyed into the desert, following the call of God.  Abram wasn’t anything special until God called him, but when he followed the call of God, God made him one of the most important men in world history.

God’s call on Abram demanded that he step out into the unknown.  God did not give Abram a roadmap – He demanded trust in the promises of God.  God told Abram to go without saying exactly where, God said that Abram would have a son but didn’t tell him when, and God told him to sacrifice Isaac but did not say why (Hebrews 11:8-19 NT397).  The call of God demanded that Abram would have a daily walk of dependence upon God as he traveled into the unknown.
God did not call Abram in order to make him comfortable and famous.  In Genesis 12:2-3, we see that Abram was blessed in order to be a blessing.  But he had to be willing to “get out” of his security zone, out of the familiar, out of control.  If he desired to tidy little comfortable life, he would have missed the opportunity to be a blessing to the entire world.

John 3:30 has been called one of the most humble statements in the entire Bible.  Not only did John have a clear understanding of his role in preparing the way for Jesus.  He also understood that the Old Covenant was fading away and the New Covenant was taking its place.  It was not only a good thing for Jesus’ followers to grow; it was a good thing for the New Covenant to replace the old one.

Verses 31-34 remind us about the origin and message of Jesus.  He is not just a great teacher – He is God from heaven, come down to earth to give us the message of salvation.  And the almighty God did not become a man on earth to start a new religion or teach a new philosophy – He came because every person needed a Savior (verses 35-36). 
Things to think about:

1) What do you love the most: truth, or something else?  How will that affect your genuine pursuit of God?
2) Everything we have is from God.  Live with thanksgiving and guard your heart against comparisons with others.  Don’t let comparison steal away your thanksgiving, satisfaction and joy.

3) If you want to experience true joy, draw near to God and understand His purpose for your life.  Focus on Him and His calling, even if it isn’t mapped out in detail.  Be willing to following Him with your whole heart and don’t let your heart be distracted by the expectations of others.  Seek your joy in being in the center of His perfect will for you.
By the way, Abraham left but he never arrived.  He lived his entire life in a huge gap between promise and reality.  In the books of Galatians and Romans, Paul always refers to Abraham when talking about being a Christian.  True Christians leave behind the gods of their culture and follow the God of all cultures.  But we do not abandon our family – we seek to transform and influence it.  We depart but never arrive. 

These are all just shadows of Jesus, who left the comfort of His father’s house and went to an insecure destination.  He went in order to be a blessing to everyone.  We will never be asked to follow the call to this extent…
