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Isaiah 33: 13 – 22; John 3: 22 – 36 

 

John the Baptist says “He must increase, but I must 

decrease.”  And in so saying he neatly resolves a 

question which might otherwise have been left 

hanging in the air:  if John the Baptist had an 

established preaching baptism ministry, and then 

Jesus comes along and starts his earthly ministry, was 

there a conflict between the two?  Did the punters, 

wandering around the Judean wilderness looking for 

spiritual succour, see them as competitors?  John the 

Baptist made sure the problem didn’t arise.  He was 

good as his word:  he saw his role as being only to 

prepare the way for Jesus; and he graciously bowed 

out once Jesus became established. 

 

But this passage is more than a device to get John off 

stage with honour intact.  It also provides a model of 

discipleship.  I appreciate that John wasn’t a follower 

of Jesus – he was quite the opposite, the forerunner of 

Jesus – but nevertheless we see in his attitude to Jesus 

a pattern to which we should aspire.   

 

One commentator, writing on this passage, has said:  

“There has never been a follower of Jesus who has not 

at some time been tempted to displace him.  The 

Baptist of the Fourth Gospel knows the folly of the 

move.”1 There is a danger, that can become apparent 

in the way we express our worship, of putting our own 

needs and desires first; and there is a danger, that can 

become apparent in the way we engage in mission, 

that we pursue our own agendas rather than trying to 

work out what God is up to and going to join in with 

him. 

 

The example of John the Baptist shows us that it is by 

prioritising Jesus that we find the greatest fulfilment 

in the ministries into which he is calling each one of 
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 Gerard Slovan [1988] John – Interpretation a Bible commentary for teaching and 

preaching 
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us.  And I guess that fits a motif that runs throughout 

New Testament teaching:  the first must be last; you 

must lose your life to save it; it’s better to serve than to 

be served.  It’s all about decreasing yourself so that 

Jesus can increase. 

 

These spiritual insights are, of course, corroborated by 

the insights of other disciplines.  Psychologists tell us 

that the highest attainment of self-actuation is when 

we let go of self and live for others.  I remember, at 

school, one of our English teachers used to say 

repeatedly that the person who has not found anything 

worth dying for has not found anything worth living 

for. 

 

The difference is that the spiritual disciplines give us 

the tools with which to set about this.  Public worship, 

private prayer, reading the Bible, meditating, fasting 

(if you want to cultivate that as a discipline): all these 

things point to Jesus and lead us to spiritual 

wholeness.  

My concern, though, is that - while all this is very well 

and good – it can simply degenerate into a religious 

platitude.  We’ve got a whole load of people being very 

holy, looking to Jesus, but so what?  How does that cut 

the mustard?  What difference does it make to 

anything?  Where’s the virtue of sitting inside a 

religious bubble whilst Donald Trump romps towards 

the Whitehouse; England gets more inward-looking 

and xenophobic, set poised to tear up the Human 

Rights Act, with the gap between rich and poor getting 

wider and wider; and the inhabitants of Aleppo still sit 

and wait to see whether safe passage can be negotiated 

for aid to be brought to their relief. 

 

Well the answer is that cultivating religious discipline, 

seeking the increase of Jesus, is nothing to do with 

sitting inside a religious bubble.  It’s about sharing a 

Christ-centred commitment to the world he came to 

save and being co-agents of his pro-actively engaged in 

ushering in his Kingdom. 
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The vision of God’s righteous kingship has always been 

described in concrete terms.  We heard it in our Old 

Testament lesson this evening from Isaiah.  The vision 

of God’s kingdom is a society where nobody profits on 

the back of oppression, nobody takes a bribe, nobody 

puts their trust in military strength and nobody 

compromises their integrity. 

 

And the voice of Isaiah is taken up by Jesus himself 

when he frames the manifesto for his earthly ministry.  

He tells the people in the synagogue in Nazareth that 

it’s going to all be about tackling poverty, disability 

and deprivation of liberty.  He says “The Spirit . . . has 

anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has 

sent me to proclaim release to the captives and 

recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go 

free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.”2 

 

So the ‘increase of Jesus’ is seen in the increase of the 

hungry being fed, the naked being clothed and 

                                                           
2
 Luke 4: 18, 19 

prisoners being visited.  And the people who do that 

are us:  people who have been inspired and equipped 

and commissioned into lives of service by a faithful 

attentiveness to the decrease of self and the increase of 

Jesus. 

 

Amen. 

 


