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He must become greater, I must become less. 
John 3:22–36 

 
No one likes it when a rival comes on the scene. 

Someone who is taking what ought to be mine... ‘that’s my time, that’s my money, 
that’s my wife, that’s my friend!’ 

A rival parent or grandparent getting more than their share of ‘my’ grandchild or 
child. 

Someone who has started another business in town that’s going to take customers 
from us. 

Someone upstream that’s taking our water that we need down here! 
Even in churches, a common scenario is a new church in town that takes people away 
from the old church. 
No one likes it when a rival comes on the scene. The disciples of John the Baptist 
were no different. 
In verses 22 to 26 of John chapter 3, both John the Baptist and Jesus are out baptizing 
people in the Judean countryside. John isn’t giving a Christian baptism but is giving a 
baptism of repentance to prepare people for Jesus. Now Jesus and his disciples are 
starting to baptize more people than John and his disciples.  
So what do John’s disciples do? 

Verse 26: 
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—look, he is baptizing, and everyone is 
going to him.” 

To this John replied, “A person can receive only what is given them from heaven. You 
yourselves can testify that I said, ‘I am not the Messiah but am sent ahead of him.’ 

John reminds his disciples that this was always going to be the way. John’s job from 
God was being sent ahead of the Messiah to prepare people for him. Now the Messiah 
has come. 
So now is not the time to be jealous or competitive about who is getting the most 
baptisms, but it’s time for joy that the Messiah has arrived. 
Listen to the little parable John used to describe his joy. Verse 29: 

“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.” 
At a wedding the best man doesn’t get jealous or competitive for the bride. Imagine if 
he did! 
He’s there to help the bridegroom on his big day. In fact, in ancient law the best man 
could never marry the bride – it was forbidden. In Jewish weddings of the time the 
best man made the preparations, and led the bride to the bridegroom. John is the best 
man and Jesus is the bridegroom. The best man’s joy is helping and seeing the 
happiness of the bridegroom. 
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So who is the bride? 

In the Old Testament, Israel the people of God are described as his bride (Isaiah 62:5; 
Ezekiel 16:8–14; Hosea 2:16–20). And so Jesus is the bridegroom who is Israel’s long 
awaited king and Messiah. 
All of history has waited for this King and Messiah to come. John knows his place in 
salvation history, and so says: ‘He must become greater; I must become less.’  
To use another analogy: as the sun rises, the star of John will dim. It’s time for John 
to fade into the background because his job is done. It’s a new day. Now the Son must 
be centre stage. 

All disciples of Jesus can learn from John’s lesson. We can all remember our place in 
salvation history. We rejoice with Jesus as the great one. Our task is to prepare people 
for him. That’s why we are called ‘Christians,’ we are disciples of Christ. It’s all 
about him. ‘He must become greater; I must become less.’ 

 
John goes on in verses 31 to 36 to show the greatness of Jesus. 

Jesus is the one who comes from above (heaven) and so is above all. He is God. 
Yet, John is the one from earth who belongs to the earth, and speaks from the earth. 
He merely prepares the way for Jesus. There is no comparison - Jesus is God - and so 
there is no need for rivalry or competiveness. 

Verse 33: Whoever accepts the words of Jesus certifies that God is truthful. That’s 
because Jesus is the one God has sent from heaven and so speaks the very words of 
God. 
Jesus is also the one who gives the Holy Spirit without limit. In the Old Testament, 
God gave the Spirit in measured amounts to his prophets. But Jesus is more than a 
prophet. The Holy Spirit remains on him without limit, and so he is the one who gives 
the Holy Spirit to those who believe he is the Messiah. 
Confused?! 

Sometimes we get confused by God being ‘triune.’ How can he be one God who is 
three persons (Father, Son, Spirit)? 

While we will never fully understand the nature of God, this is a passage that shows 
our salvation depends on him being triune. 

Because in verses 33 and 34, we see the work of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. One 
God, three persons, working together in unity for our salvation. God the Father has 
sent the Son who speaks his words, and the Son gives the Holy Spirit so that we can 
have eternal life with the Father. 

The other thing to notice in this passage is the love between the three persons of the 
Trinity. All three persons of the Trinity perfectly love each other. Remember, ‘God is 
love’ from 1 John 4:8. 
It’s the Father’s love for the Son that saves us. Look again at verse 35: 



3/4 

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 them. 
God the Father has given everything to his Son out of his love for him. Everything. 
That includes eternal life. Life is in the Son, Jesus. 
And so we must believe in the Son to have eternal life. 

Believing in the Son isn’t optional, it’s essential! The alternative to believing in the 
son is ‘God’s wrath remaining on them’ (verse 36). Wrath is anger or punishment. 
Elsewhere, John uses the word ‘wrath’ to refer to God’s holy outrage against 
rebellious humanity. 

This ‘wrath’ isn’t malicious or a temper tantrum, for God so loved the world he gave 
his Son to bring us into his light. But if men and women choose to stay in the dark, 
the God of love cannot force them out.  
 

And so again, it’s important to see Christianity is not about being a good person. It’s 
about how we respond to Jesus… is he God’s Son and Messiah in our life? 

Do we accept his words as the very words of God? 
Is he at the centre of our life? 

There’s no such thing as sitting on the fence with Jesus. How we respond to him 
determines our eternity… heaven or hell, eternal life or perish. 

Let that sink-in for a moment. Sobering, isn’t it?! 
 

I think the other thing for us who are Christians to consider is the example of John the 
Baptist. He knew his job in life was preparing people for Jesus. Of course, we don’t 
have the same unique place in salvation history as John the Baptist. But as disciples of 
Jesus we need to remember ‘He must become greater; I must become less.’ 

Let’s remember the one we serve is ‘the one who comes from above’ and ‘is above 
all.’ His words are the words of God. He is the one who gives the Spirit so that we can 
have eternal life and so be saved from God’s wrath. 
 

I doubt you or I would have the problem of thinking we are greater than Jesus, or 
have to worry about losing our disciples to him!!! I doubt we consider Jesus a rival in 
that sense. 
Perhaps he is a rival in another sense. The times we are unwilling to serve him or 
afraid to talk about him because we forget ‘He must become greater, I must become 
less.’ 

Ed Welch wrote a book called: When People Are Big And God is Small, Overcoming 
Peer Pressure, Codependency, and the Fear of Man. The title is a mouthful, but that’s 
his argument. I’ll say it again: When People Are Big And God is Small, Overcoming 
Peer Pressure, Codependency, and the Fear of Man. 
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When we forget the greatness of Jesus we see people as bigger and more important 
than him. And so we are more worried about what other people think of us or what 
they can give us in life. We live in fear of people, rather than fear of God. 
So I wonder if while we don’t have the exact same problem as John’s disciples of 
thinking Jesus is a rival or competitor, perhaps in other ways we need to remember 
his greatness?! This could humble us and help us to ‘get over ourselves’ and not be 
worried about what might happen to us when we obey Jesus. Instead we could know 
the joy of serving Jesus the great one with everything we have. 

As we serve Jesus here in Walgett let’s keep our eyes on him, the one from above 
who is above all. Especially as we suffer and are persecuted for following Jesus. 

Giving up your time to come to church today, getting out of bed an hour early to read 
your Bible and pray this week, giving your money to the church, will make you 
foolish in the eyes of your family and friends. But remember ‘He must become 
greater, I must become less.’ 

Sharing what you’ve read in the Bible this week, or learnt at church today, will make 
you stand out. Telling people Jesus is the Son of God in whom all people must believe 
for eternal life will sound foolish in our non-believing world. And let’s be honest, 
how foolish ‘God’s wrath’ and ‘hell’ sound to modern ears today! But ‘He must 
become greater, I must become less.’ 
Let’s follow the example of John the Baptist. 

What a joy to know Jesus is the Messiah who brings eternal life. 
What a joy that Jesus calls us to be his workers in Walgett to share the good news of 
eternal life in Jesus the Son of God. 
What a joy to know he gives us the Spirit to do his work on earth. 

He must become greater, I must become less. 
 

Let’s pray: Our heavenly Father, thank you for your love for your Son. Thank you for 
including us in this divine love. We thank you for the gift of eternal life through 
Jesus. 
Help us to appreciate the greatness of Jesus, and that we would serve him as the great 
one. Help us to overcome our fears when we are overly concerned about our 
reputation and welfare, or worried that we might miss out on something in this life. 

Keep our eyes on Jesus, our life and hope in whom we believe. Amen. 
 

 
 


