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What Do You Say About Yourself?

Text:  John 14:8–17

I have always found it interesting how people form opinions about 
someone based on how they look or dress. I have always been someone 
who prefers to be clean, so I shower every day. It’s easy when you’re bald, 
you don’t need to worry about washing and styling your hair, you just run 
the washrag over your head, no problem. As you know I was a truck driver 
for a long time and when I met people outside of that world they often told 
me that I didn’t seem or look like a truck driver. I would always inquire 
about what they thought a truck driver should look like. I knew truck 
drivers who were clean-cut, had a master’s degree and even met one who 
had a Ph.D. They don’t usually look like anyone in particular. They hadn’t 
seen me out setting binders and chaining down a load on a flatbed on a 
100-degree day. Then I would likely pass as someone who in their mind 
looked and smelled like a truck driver. If you were to go with me on a trip 
in my truck, it wouldn’t take long before you were convinced that I was 
indeed a truck driver.

However, once I became a priest and started dressing with a clerical collar 
and a cross around my neck it wasn’t hard to pass myself off as a priest. 
You can buy a clerical collar, clergy shirt and an ornate cross from Amazon. 
They don’t ask for proof of occupation; they just ask for an address and 
credit card number. I’ve had times when I was visiting someone in the 
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hospital or nursing home and those I pass would nod their head and say, 
“Father”. However, when I dress like someone who isn’t a priest; no one 
pays any real attention until I want to go into an Intensive Care Unit and 
say that I am a priest, then they usually would like to see some 
identification and even verification from the person I’m coming to see. 
Once I claim to be clergy there are expectations about how I should look, 
act and live life with others. Road rage and certain hand signals are not 
allowed because hopefully, as a priest, Jesus Christ has done something in 
my life that has changed me from the inside out. Now, I’m supposed to be a 
representative of my Lord Jesus and that has nothing to do with what I 
wear but who I now am in Christ. I didn’t become a priest and then seek to 
discover what it meant to follow Christ as Savior and Lord. It was when I 
met Jesus and came to him in repentance and faith in what he did on the 
cross that everything changed. It changed who I was as a man and now I 
see myself through the eyes of my Savior. I am a priest because of God’s 
calling on my life, not because I woke up one day and thought to myself, 
“You know, you would make a good priest.” Just the opposite, I could not 
imagine why God called me into the ministry, but I have followed who 
God says I am, not because of my opinion or the that of those who knew 
me before. There’s a great contemporary Christian song entitled, “Who You 
Say I Am.”  I love the chorus and bridge of that song, 

Who the Son sets free, Oh is free indeed 
I’m a child of God, Yes I am 
In my Father’s house there’s a place for me 
I’m a child of God, Yes I am 

BRIDGE 
I am chosen, Not forsaken 
I am who You say I am 
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You are for me, Not against me 
I am who You say I am 

Even in the ancient Middle East during the time of Jesus Christ, someone 
who made claims about being a religious leader or a prophet needed to 
provide some reasonable proof of their claim in order to be taken seriously. 
This was certainly true of John the Baptist.

Before we take a look at today’s reading from the Gospel of John, let me 
share with you a detail about him that isn’t a part of John’s gospel. This is 
from Matthew 3:1-6, “In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the 
wilderness of Judea, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” For 
this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he said, “The 
voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord; make 
his paths straight.’”

Now John wore a garment of camel's hair and a leather belt around his 
waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. Then Jerusalem and all 
Judea and all the region about the Jordan were going out to him, and they 
were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.”

One of the most important things to notice about the circumstances 
surrounding the story of John the Baptist,  “the voice of one crying in the 
wilderness” spoken of in Isaiah 4:3, is that he was preaching in the 
wilderness. Why wouldn’t he have gone into the temple in Jerusalem to 
announce the coming of the kingdom? We find the probable answer in 
Ezekiel 10:1-22. In Ezekiel’s vision the glory of God left the temple and 
traveled east symbolizing that the temple was so defiled by sin that God 
would not remain there. The alarming thing about the departure is that no 
one seemed to notice. So. Almost 600 years later John the Baptist comes 
onto the scene preaching repentance of sin because the kingdom of Heaven 
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was at hand. John was preaching in the desert of Judea and this is 
apparently significant because all 4 gospels draw attention to it. Israel’s 
prophets had predicted a new exodus in the wilderness, and most Jewish 
people in John’s day expected the wilderness to be the appropriate place 
for prophets and messiahs. 

Because of the mission that John was given as forerunner to the Messiah 
the wilderness was the perfect place for his ministry, away from a hostile 
society. He could draw crowds safely and he had the best accommodations 
like the Jordon River for public baptism’s not approved by the religious 
leaders. 

Craig Keener in his Commentary on Matthew suggests, “John's location 
symbolizes both the coming of a new exodus, the final time of salvation, 
and the price a true prophet of God must be willing to pay for his or her 
call: exclusion from all that society values-its comforts, status symbols and 
even basic necessities.” 

True prophets could fulfill their function under godly governments, but 
under an evil government it was primarily corrupt prophets who were 
welcome in the royal courts. We should probably keep that in mind in 
today’s world. There are many passages in the Old Testament that show 
that when God sent a true prophet they were often forced into exile or 
killed.

Most Jewish people in the first century practiced their religion seriously, 
but the religious establishment could not accommodate a prophet like John 
whose lifestyle dramatically challenged the status quo. A prophet with a 
message and values like John's might not feel very welcome in many 
contemporary Western churches either. 
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Even though John’s garments would appear very strange in today culture, 
in his time they resembled the typical clothing of the poor but more 
importantly his clothing was almost identical to the prophet Elijah in 2 
Kings 1:8, 

King Ahab said to them, “What kind of man was he who came to 
meet you and told you these things?” 8 They answered him, “He 
wore a garment of hair, with a belt of leather about his waist.” And 
he said, “It is Elijah the Tishbite.”

This might seem like a trivial matter, but it would have told Matthew’s 
readers two things: first, Jesus, their Lord arrived exactly on schedule, 
following the promised herald crying out that the kingdom of Heaven had 
come; and second, John’s calling from God required that he be a wilderness 
prophet like Elijah. 

Let’s now turn to our passage in John 1: 19-23, 

And this is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent priests and 
Levites from Jerusalem to ask him, “Who are you?” 20 He confessed, 
and did not deny, but confessed, “I am not the Christ.” 21 And they 
asked him, “What then? Are you Elijah?” He said, “I am not.” “Are 
you the Prophet?” And he answered, “No.” 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?” 23 He said, “I am the voice of one 
crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the way of the Lord,’ as 
the prophet Isaiah said.”

The leaders in Jerusalem send an investigating team, referred to as the 
Jews. It likely was referring to those sent by the Pharisees who in John's 
day had become the representatives of official Judaism. They sent the team 
to find out who this probable interloper was, but it wasn’t important 
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enough for them to come themselves. I suspect that what they had heard 
about John was of some concern considering that Matthew's account 
reports that, 

Then Jerusalem and all Judea and all the region about the Jordan 
were going out to him, and they were baptized by him in the river 
Jordan, confessing their sins.

I can imagine their concern as any religious leader who hears that his flock 
is going out into the wilderness to hear some likely “prophet wanna be” 
teaching strange things and getting everyone all stirred up. The Pharisees 
were also looking for the coming of the Messiah but they were used to 
hearing about those who rose up and claimed to be the messiah but who 
faded away eventually. So, who was this fellow in the wilderness claiming 
to be somebody? To find out they sent a team of priests and Levites to find 
out. Those sent to interview John had a task that was far from simple. John 
the Baptist was a religious leader outside the mainstream and possibly 
dangerous in his teaching. He appeared in the wilderness with an end-time 
message, about the expected time of God's judgment and restoration. But 
again, although his message was not mainstream, it was not unique. 

The interrogation falls into two sections, the first concerning the Baptist's 
identity and the second concerning his activity. As the interrogation begins 
they ask John. “Who are you?” but rather than answering he chooses to say 
who he’s not. He comes right to the point of their concern and emphatically 
denies that he is not the Christ. 

I can picture them standing before John with a checklist. Okay, you’re not 
the Christ, the Messiah- check. How about, are you Elijah? No- check.  
Elijah was expected to return just before the day of God's wrath to turn 
people's hearts and thereby avert God's curse. Okay, are you the 
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Prophet (probably refers to the prophet like Moses (Deut. 18:15-18; Jn 
4:19-25). No- check! When John rejects all of these suggestions they return 
to the original question: “Then who are you? We need to give an answer to 
those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?” I love his answer 
because it speaks to his real understanding of his identity. He did not say, 
“I am John the Son of Zechariah of the division of Abijah.” Surely they 
would be familiar with his father, an honored and respected priest who had 
served in the temple two weeks a year for a long time. But that was not 
John’s main identity given to him by God. So, without revealing his 
identity in his family which was customary, he tells them who God said he 
was, “I am the voice of one crying out in the wilderness, ‘Make straight the 
way of the Lord,’ as the prophet Isaiah said.”

In this brief conversation we see that these Jewish authorities believe they 
have an understanding of the Scriptures and are capable of passing 
judgment on religious claims. They are sent to the Baptist by those above 
them because presumedly they are those who know God's ways, I mean 
they even brought with them a list by which to evaluate him. But when the 
Baptist quotes from Isaiah 40:3 to identify himself they seem to dismiss his 
claim entirely. I don’t for a minute doubt their desire to be faithful to Torah 
and the Prophets but remember that up until this moment in their lifetime 
the Spirit and presence of God were long gone from the temple. How 
would they be able to discern whether or not John was speaking the truth 
when the Spirit of the living God hadn’t spoken in Israel prophetically in 
over 400 years. They came to discover the truth about what John the Baptist 
was doing but they lacked the ability to see because they were spiritually 
blind. To the reader who knows the story it becomes a part of the Good 
News because this is why Jesus came, to set the captive free- to restore 
sight to the blind, not just physically, and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s 
favor.
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The Religious leaders in Jerusalem were not interested enough to come 
themselves, and those who did come were not themselves interested—they 
only want to have an answer for those who sent them. So even when they 
ask what seems to be an open question, they do so with a closed attitude of 
indifference. John’s answer as to his identity was not a category on their 
lists of possibilities. Such blindness can never receive the truth or spiritual 
instruction, and therefore true teachers will not seem to them those who 
speak the truth. 

Dr. Rod Whitacre in his Commentary on the Gospel of John writes this, 

Neither John the Baptist nor Jesus will cast pearls before 
swine. But while such people are not ready for pearls, it does 
not mean they are not ready for instruction altogether. It is 
said you can lead a horse to water, but you can't make him 
drink. True enough, but you can feed him salt. Much of Jesus' 
teaching is a matter of giving salt, seeking to arouse a thirst 
deep enough to enable a person to come and drink (cf. Jn 
7:37). 

In the Synoptic Gospels Jesus often speaks in parables but in John’s Gospel 
it comes through cryptic sayings that were usually difficult to understand 
for the early listener or reader. It was meant to be “salty” to cause them to 
want more and to pursue the living water offered by Jesus. When the 
answer comes it is always life-changing and takes us into a deeper 
understanding and longing for more of the Savior.

John the Baptist’s pointing to the “voice” of Isaiah 40:3 is like that. It’s a 
valuable and true expression of who he is, what he is doing and why he’s 
doing it. His purpose and calling are the function of his work, but it’s 
mostly to reveal the coming of the Lord and his kingdom, not his own 
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significance. His answer to the Jews that were sent to him should have 
brought on more questions due to curiosity but instead, they miss his point 
entirely. Again, his answer to them was not an option on their list of 
possibilities.

In round two of the Jews questioning John they receive the same response 
from him. Since he is not the Christ, Elijah, or the prophet to come then 
why is he baptizing? Again, he doesn’t answer the question as to why he is 
baptizing but only responds that he is baptizing and then identifies himself 
solely in terms of the “one who comes after me.” He points their gaze away 
from himself and encourages them to seek after the one who is already 
standing among them.

 John is simply telling them, “you don’t know him, but you need to.” The 
Apostle John pointed to this problem earlier in chapter 1 in verses 11-12,

He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the 
world did not know him. 11 He came to his own, and his own people 
did not receive him.

This one that they don’t know is far greater than the Baptist himself and his 
diverting their attention away from himself is an example of someone who 
knows who he is and what the calling on his life requires of him. Again, 
earlier in this chapter the Apostle John details the true purpose of the 
Baptist in verses 6-8, 

There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as 
a witness, to bear witness about the light, that all might believe 
through him. He was not the light, but came to bear witness about 
the light.

We see an example of the Baptist fulfilling the calling from God on his life. 
He himself is a light shining on Jesus the greater light and to shine the light 

9



on the ignorance of those who came questioning his right to baptize. He is 
a great example of humility and single-minded devotion and witness to 
God.

This brief dialogue between the Jewish priests and Levites and John the 
Baptist raises some important questions for us this morning. 

Do we have the deep desire, openness, and passion for God, in order to 
receive revelation from his Word and Spirit? Is this a part of our lives daily?

Since our identity, like John the Baptist, is to be seen through our 
relationship with Jesus Christ, how does our life, our relationships and 
responsibilities, flow from our relation to Christ? What would we say if 
someone asked, “Who are you?” and  “Why are you doing what you’re 
doing?”

In our Gospel reading the Baptist was not interested in proclaiming his 
identity, but knew that it was Jesus that they needed to know intimately. 
This morning let each of us ask this question of God: “Who do you say that 
I am?” 

Let’s pray. 
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