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A friend asked me to help him shovel a pile of compost into his garden. It was a nicely aged pile of 

horse manure mixed with dirt. It was a beautiful brown with that steam coming off the top. I asked 

if one of my kids wanted to come with me to help, and of course, one of my boys jumped up to go 

with me with his little shovel as well.  

When we turned the corner to the back of the house my 

son saw that pile of beautiful dirt and like any good boy, 

he ran and jumped into it like a moth to the flame! Face 

planted in that soft brown dirt, a boy’s dream. The 

moment he did that, you could feel everyone standing 

around the pile tighten up and then the laughing began. 

Once I was able to peel him off that pile I whispered into 

his ear, that’s manure, it’s horse poop. Looking at me with 

brown dirt covering his face, I told him you have just jumped into a pile of poop!  

He was a mess! How do you clean a boy up who has just jumped into a pile of poop?  It wouldn’t 

suffice for him to simply go in and wash his hands. He had manure in his shoes, on his clothes, 

down his pants, and little bits of dirt in his ears. I didn’t even want him in my car! He needed to 

strip down and take a bath and have his clothes washed. He was unclean, I certainly didn’t want to 

hug him or even touch him at that moment. Can you blame me? That doesn’t make me a bad 

father though. It doesn’t mean that I loved him any less, just that he was in a state of being 

unclean, which separated him from me.  

When I go to the gym and work out, I become unclean, just ask my wife. Even if I don’t 

touch anything at the gym, my sweat makes me stink, I need more than just to wash my 

hands, I need a shower.  

When I take the garbage out, I become unclean. I can’t throw the garbage out and then go 

pick up a piece of fried chicken to enjoy or share a tub of popcorn with my wife until I 

have washed my hands and then I become clean again. I don’t need to take a shower 

though, I’m clean, I just need to clean my hands. It’s the same for you. Please don’t pick up 

after your dog and then hand me a cookie to eat! You don’t need to take a shower first but 

please wash your hands. Now, if you jump into a big pile of manure you should go take a 

shower, not just wash your hands if you want to be clean. These are like modern day 

purification practices.  

This is a great picture of what is happening inside your heart as well. Those illustrations are 

all physical, but what about when you become spiritually unclean? What can make you 

clean again after you have lied to your best friend. What can make you clean again after 

you have blown up with anger at your children or your parents or looked at something you 

shouldn’t have been watching on tv or your phone? Is there a bath for that? Can you 

simply wash your hands and have it go away?  

What can make you clean on the inside? That’s the topic of our text today.  
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We are in a study in the gospel according to John. Last week we looked at Jesus interaction 

with a religious leader named Nicodemus. Jesus told him that unless he was born again or 

born from above, he could not see the kingdom of God. Nicodemus was the best of the 

best, he tried to follow all the laws, he went to church every week, he probably volunteered 

at the local boys’ club, he tithed and gave to the poor and yet that was not enough to make 

him clean. You can’t wash yourself with the law. You can’t clean yourself up with good 

works. Jesus told him that he needed to be born again, born of water and spirit.  

Today the apostle John will bring John the Baptist back into the story. Here’s where we are going 

today.  

Setting of the story in 3:22-24 – in just a few lines he gives the backdrop.  

Topic of discussion in 3:25-26 – which frames the responses. 

John the Baptist’s response in 3:27-30 

Apostle John’s commentary in 31-35 

Pray 

 Let’s first look at the setting.  

John 3: 22 After this Jesus and his disciples went into the Judean countryside, and he 

remained there with them and was baptizing. 23 John also was baptizing at Aenon near 

Salim, because water was plentiful there, and people were coming and being baptized 24 (for 

John had not yet been put in prison).  

9 times John uses the phrase ‘after this’ in his gospel account to stich stories together in his 

tapestry. It’s doesn’t necessarily have to do with chronology or how much time has taken 

place, it’s John’s way of transitioning from one story to another one. If you want to see this 

look at the beginning of chapter 5, 6, and 7 which all begin with after this.  

Here is the setting. It’s after John has baptized Jesus but before John the Baptist ends up in prison. 

Sometime in between those two events. Jesus and his disciples head out to the Judean countryside 

where there is some natural body of water, probably the Jordan River. It makes it sound like Jesus 

is baptizing people, but John will tell us in 4:2 that it wasn’t Jesus that was baptizing but his 

disciples. John didn’t forget about that but is setting up the story with a baptism presided over by 

Jesus and another baptism by John the Baptist. Two men God is using in two different locations in 

two different ways for one purpose. 

 Here is the discussion that is brought up.  

John 3: 25 Now a discussion arose between some of John’s disciples and a Jew over 

purification. 26 And they came to John and said to him, “Rabbi, he who was with you across 

the Jordan, to whom you bore witness—look, he is baptizing, and all are going to him.”  
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They are asking, is this yet another purification? Jesus is in one place with his disciples 

baptizing and John is at another place baptizing and a Jew comes up to John the Baptist 

and this controversy or heated dispute breaks out about the issue of purification. The issue 

of purification is concerned with answering the question what can make me clean, what 

can put me back in a right relationship with God.  

Just like we know that you should wash your hands before you eat and take a 

shower after you jump into a pile of manure. The Jews also had an understanding 

of purification traditions of what would make them clean, or at least put them in a 

right position with God and each other. Let’s look at some of these.   

• The nation of Israel was to wash themselves to prepare them to meet the 

Lord at Mt. Sinai. This continued until the temple when people were to 

bath themselves before entering the temple to worship there.  

• In order to become a priest, you were to be washed in water. You began 

your vocation with a ritual washing.  

• If you had a skin disease and it got better, you were to wash in the water.  

• If you touched a dead body or animal, you were to wash yourself.  

• If a man engaged in sexual activity, they were to wash themselves after to be 

clean.  

• If a non-Jewish person wanted to convert to Judaism, they were to wash 

themselves or be born again.  

• Every month 7 days after a woman’s cycle they were to wash themselves in 

water. For those 7 days there were not to touch anyone. A husband and 

wife would reenact their wedding day every month as she would wash 

herself and then be joined to her husband.   

• Also, before a wedding, both a woman and a man would ceremonially bath 

themselves signifying a newness of life from the 2 becoming 1 and this 

would also cleanse the woman from her monthly impurity.  

If a Jewish person asked what can make me clean? All of these and more were part of the 

purification practice. Then they would have reminders of the purification in jars by doors of 

homes where they would wash their hands and feet at certain times and before they ate. They 

wouldn’t need to bathe again, just a reminder that they were still in the ritual state of being pure.  

John came baptizing for repentance and to prepare the way for the messiah. Was 

that a new purification or did it fit into one of the ways they already practiced? 

That’s why the religious leaders went out to see what was going on. Now we hear 

that Jesus is baptizing as well. Is this yet another purification ritual?  

We now get to John the Baptist’s response, which may seem odd, but it is 

connected to the meanings we have seen and even more. Being baptized into Jesus 
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fulfills purifies you. It’s the one baptism that rules them all, the one that can make 

you clean on the inside.  

John 3: 27 John answered, “A person cannot receive even one thing unless it is given 

him from heaven. 28 You yourselves bear me witness, that I said, ‘I am not the 

Christ, but I have been sent before him.’ 29 The one who has the bride is the 

bridegroom. The friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices 

greatly at the bridegroom’s voice. Therefore, this joy of mine is now complete. 30 He 

must increase, but I must decrease.”  

Back in Jesus day weddings were a little different process than we have today. Not only 

would the bride ritually bath herself to be in a pure state to give herself to her husband 

there were also other customs. The groom or his family would have to pay a dowry, a bride 

price to the bride’s family. The friend of the groom, something like the best man or 

groomsmen that we have today, would be the guards that would both safely deliver the 

dowry to the house and pick up the bride to make sure she made it safe to the ceremony. 

They were like the guards and messengers. Later they would even be called the bride 

knights.  

If you’ve ever been part of a wedding, you know the joy you get in seeing the bride 

and groom joined together on that special day. The best man shouldn’t be the 

center of attention nor should the maid of honor. It’s an honorable position but 

it’s not the point of the day. You don’t take a bunch of pictures of the Bride with 

the best man and leave out the groom, that’s awkward.  

John is saying, I’m the best man but Jesus is the groom which is making a huge statement 

to Jewish people. The prophets in the Hebrew Bible often spoke of Israel in terms of being 

the bride of the Lord. If people are going to Jesus it’s because he is the groom, he has the 

bride and it’s my joy to witness  

So, John is saying, it’s my job to prepare people, prepare Christ’s bride to give 

themselves fully to Jesus, but at the end of the day the bride gives herself to her 

groom not the best man.  

Paul picks up on this idea of a bride and cleansing in Ephesians 5 

25 Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for 

her, 26 that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with 

the word, 27 so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without 

spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish 

That she would be purified not only on the outside but on the inside. In answer to 

this discussion on purification John is saying, I’m simply getting you ready to give 

yourself to the one who loves you and laid down his life for you. He alone can 

cleanse you on the inside, wash you and present you holy without the sin and guilt.   
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How can you be clean on the inside? By believing in the son and giving yourself 

fully to him.  

31 He who comes from above is above all. He who is of the earth belongs to the 

earth and speaks in an earthly way. He who comes from heaven is above all. 32 He 

bears witness to what he has seen and heard, yet no one receives his testimony. 
33 Whoever receives his testimony sets his seal to this, that God is true. 34 For he 

whom God has sent utters the words of God, for he gives the Spirit without 

measure. 35 The Father loves the Son and has given all things into his hand. 
36 Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall 

not see life, but the wrath of God remains on him.  

Believe in the son and you have eternal life! You can’t get clean by washing with 

the law, by trying to be good enough. The law only reveals how dirty you are. It 

brings death and judgement, but grace and truth come through believing in Jesus, 

giving your life to him. You are unclean because you have done a bunch of wrong 

things the Bible calls sin and turned from the Lord. But if you are clean it’s not 

because you have obeyed the law but because you believed in, gave yourself to the 

one that can wash you white as snow.  

Lady Macbeth in Shakespeare’s play Macbeth, plots and schemes to make her husband 

king. She plans the death of King Duncan and then states “a little water clears us of this 

deed” but it doesn’t hold true. Guilt and stress bring Lady Macbeth to reliving a nightmare 

of the death of Duncan over and over, rubbing her hands one night in a 

stressed filled stupor, trying to get the spots of blood off but they just 

won’t come clean, those spots. Yet, there’s another spot, who would 

have thought the old man to have so much blood in him, she said. 

What, will my hands never be clean?  

The spots couldn’t be seen on her hands but plagued her heart. What can clean 

your heart? Not water, only the blood of Jesus, only believing and giving yourself to 

the one who died and raised in your place. If you want to be forgiven and clean, if 

you realize that you can’t do enough good to remove the spots of sin and guilt, then 

give yourself wholly to the one who can save you, forgive you and purify you.  

The letter of 1 John 1:9 says that if we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and 

will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.  

I know a number of you have already come to Jesus, confessed your sins and have entered 

the kingdom of God. You have given your life to the Lord and received the Spirit that He 

gives freely, that has allowed you to be born again of the Spirit. We have celebrated 

something like wedding feasts as you’ve given yourself fully to the Lord and washed your 

sins away. But that doesn’t make you perfect and maybe it’s been a long time since that 

wedding day and you have gotten dirty. Your mouth has led you into sin, your eyes have 
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wandered from the Lord and you need to be purified once again. You don’t need to be 

saved, but you still need to confess some sin or pride in your life, confess that your hands 

or feet have gotten dirty.  

There were several reasons why Jews would bath in the waters of purification but 

after they did, when they moved and traveled on from there they would get dirty. 

Even just a short trip home. They didn’t need to go back to the bath to be clean 

again but still needed washing.  

That’s what happened at the last supper with Jesus and the disciples. They had 

bathed themselves in preparation to enter the temple and were together to 

celebrate the Passover when this scene takes place.  

John 13: 6 He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, do you wash my feet?” 
7 Jesus answered him, “What I am doing you do not understand now, but afterward 

you will understand.” 8 Peter said to him, “You shall never wash my feet.” Jesus 

answered him, “If I do not wash you, you have no share with me.” 9 Simon Peter 

said to him, “Lord, not my feet only but also my hands and my head!” 10 Jesus said 

to him, “The one who has bathed does not need to wash, except for his feet, but is 

completely clean. And you are clean, but not every one of you.” 

Jesus said, you’re clean Peter, you just need your feet washed.  

John has already connected us to this picture of purification in the first sign he has 

given us of the water to wine at the wedding feast. Jesus takes the purification jars 

of washing and changes the meaning, but they missed it. Remember Jesus first 

miracle of turning water into wine? It wasn’t just any water.  

John 2: 6 Now there were six stone water jars there for the Jewish rites of 

purification … 

Those were the same type of jars that Jesus washed the disciple’s feet from 

that night. At the wedding feast, Jesus has these jars that are meant to purify 

filled with water and then they turn to wine! Water for purification into 

wine that will later represent Christ’s blood.   

John says in in 1 John 1: 7 But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, 

we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son 

purifies us from all sin. 

The purifying water that cleanses us on the outside only represents the 

wine, the blood of Jesus that purifies us on the inside.  

Christian, are your hands or feet dirty? Do you need to confess sin to the 

Lord or will you try and scrub it clean with the law, doing good?  
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Come to Jesus, give your life to him and be cleansed in the blood of Jesus. 

Each time you wash your hands or take a shower ask yourself, am I clean on 

the inside?  


