Jesus Revealed-  The Lamb of God
Epiphany 2

John 1:29-42

January 16th, 2011
Dear friends in Christ,


During the season of Epiphany, we have the opportunity to look at a number of ways that Jesus is revealed as the Messiah to the world.  Last week we looked at Jesus’ Baptism by John the Baptist in the gospel of Matthew.  Recall how in that Baptism Jesus is revealed as one who fully identifies with us.  He didn’t have to be baptized by John, for he was God’s son, without sin, and had no need for Baptism.   He does it because it is the right thing to do, what God the Father wanted.  And remember how Jesus was also empowered by the Holy Spirit in Baptism, to begin the important mission leading to the cross, and how he was also loved by the Father with these words from heaven, “This is my beloved son.”  By the way, if you hadn’t noticed, the middle stained glass window on your right, is a depiction of Jesus’ baptism by John.

This morning, we have the opportunity to look at the Baptism of Jesus from the point of view of the gospel of John. As I said on the second Sunday of Christmas, John’s gospel is quite different from Matthew, Mark, and Luke.  What’s revealed in John adds greatly to our understanding of who Jesus is.


In John, there is no actual Baptism of Jesus by John.  John baptizes, that is clear.  But we never have the actual scene of Jesus being baptized by John, like in the other gospels.  In fact, in John’s gospel, John the writer does not use the phrase, “John the Baptist,” to describe this man.  Rather, what’s most important is that this John testifies or bears witness to Jesus, the one who was coming after him. 


So, what do we learn about Jesus from John the Baptist’s testimony?   First, when John sees Jesus coming, he calls him the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  To this day you will hear Jesus referred to as “the Lamb of God” in word and in song.

Now it might be hard for most of us to relate to this image.  I’ve never owned sheep.  Nowhere that I’ve lived has there been a nearby sheep pasture.  I’ve seen sheep, of course.  I’ve driven by pastures.  But I’ve never raised sheep.  Most of us haven’t.  So, what does it mean to call Jesus “the Lamb of God?”


To understand this phrase, you have to know that the Old Testament laid down very careful laws for how sin, which is human imperfection and wrongdoing, was to be dealt with.  Animal sacrifices were a common way to deal with the problem of sin.  In a typical case the sinner would take an animal.  The animal was to be as innocent and near perfection as possible, such as a spotless lamb.  The sinner would lay his hands on the animal and confess his sins.  The sins were seen to pass from the sinner to the animal, which was then killed.


The spotless lamb conveys the idea of the innocent one suffering and dying on behalf of others.  So to identify Jesus as the “Lamb of God” is to say that he will suffer and die on our behalf.  Like a sacrificial lamb, he will take our sins and be sacrificed.  This picture on the screen gives you a visual idea of this understanding of the “Lamb of God.” (slide #1)

But there’s more to this understanding than that.  Remember that when the people of Israel escaped from slavery from the Egyptians, they were told to sacrifice lambs and smear blood on the door frames of their homes.  That way the angel of death would know to pass over their homes.  At Passover every year, Jewish people remember this deliverance.  So the lamb also became a symbol of triumph, freedom, and hope.  When John said, “Here is the Lamb of God,” he was identifying Jesus both as the Innocent Suffering One and as the Triumphant One who will conquer sin and death.  Perhaps you have seen a Christian symbol of the Living Lamb carrying a triumphant banner, similar to this one.  (slide #2) Jesus brings triumph, freedom, and hope.  Jesus is both the sacrificial lamb and the lamb of victory!  (slide #3-blank)

If we read on in the text, we see another insight into Christ given us by John, not given in the other gospels.  John teaches that Jesus was the preexistent Word of God.  Jesus existed as God, before entering the world in human flesh.  This is why John the Baptist says, “After me comes a man who ranks ahead of me, because he was before me.”  At first glance, this makes no sense.   John and Jesus were related.  John was born six months before Jesus.  In terms of birth and time, John came before Jesus.  I have an older brother.  He came two years and three months before I did.  As long as we’re both alive, he’ll always be before me.  It would be silly for him to say of me, he ranks before me, because he came before me.  I promise you, my older brother would never place me before him in anything!  And yet that’s what John says about Jesus.


What John was doing was pointing towards a great truth about Jesus. He was saying that Jesus was with God and in fact part of God from the very beginning.  (slide #4 here) As John the gospel writer says, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”  He later makes it clear that the Word is Jesus, “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us.”  


Jesus, the Word, has always been part of the Godhead; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  That’s why John says, he ranks before him.  He is God Almighty, the preexistent Word, before all things. (slide #5 here)

For John, Jesus ranked before him.  Which raises an interesting question for us.  Where does Jesus rank in our lives?  Do we truly see and honor him as God above all else?  Or do other things rank ahead of him?  It’s not that we have to shut ourselves off from the world, go into solitude, and only pray and study the Bible.  We have lives to live and families to care for.  But we are called to manage our lives so that Christ has first place, always acknowledging his presence and love for us.  Do we do that?  Is he at the forefront of the decisions we make.  Do we seek his guidance?  Do we worship and turn to him in prayer regularly?  John knew the rightful ranking of Jesus.  Do we? (slide #6- blank)

Finally, John has one last and crowning insight.  As we read on in the lesson John says of Jesus, “This is the Son of God.”  (slide #7) Here is the amazing witness that the Lord of all creation has entered the world as one of us.  Here John affirms what Matthew, Mark, and Luke all say, this is God’s son who has now entered the world.

You see, there was no other way to save the world from sin.  God Himself had to come down.  Let me use this illustration.  Two people went through school and college together and developed a close friendship.  Life went on and they went different ways and lost contact.  One went on to become a judge, while the other spiraled downward and ended up a criminal.  One day the criminal appeared before the judge.  He had committed a crime to which he pleaded guilty.  The judge recognized his old friend and faced a dilemma.  He was a judge, so he had to be just; he couldn’t let the man off.  On the other hand, he didn’t want to punish the man, his old friend, because he loved him.  So he told his friend he would fine him the correct penalty for the offense.  That is justice.  Then he came down from his position as judge and he wrote a check for the amount of the fine.  That is love.


Now, we know that would probably never happen in real life.  But it is an illustration of what God has done for us.  In His justice, He judges us because we are guilty.  The judgment is death.  But because He loves us so much, he does not want us to die.  So in the person of His son Jesus, God steps down and pays the penalty by his death on the cross.  This enables us to finally be free from death, given the hope of eternal life with God.


Here’s another illustration  that actually did happen.  It comes from the book, The Miracle on the River Kwai.  Author Ernest Gordon tells the true story of a group of POWs working on the Burma Railway during World War II.  At the end of each day the tools were collected for the work party.  On one occasion, a Japanese guard shouted that a shovel was missing and demanded to know which man had taken it.  He began to rant and rave, working himself up into a paranoid fury and ordered whoever was guilty to step forward.  No one moved.  “All die! All die!” he shrieked, cocking and aiming his rifle at the prisoners.  At that moment one man stepped forward and the guard clubbed him nearly to death with a rifle while he stood silently at attention.  When they returned to camp, the tools were counted again and no shovel was actually missing.  That one man had gone forward and suffered to save the others.  We believe it was God Almighty, not a man, that stepped forward to save us.  John testified to this truth about Jesus.  He was the son of God.


Today, John’s gospel reveals more to us about Jesus.  He is the lamb of God, both the innocent sacrifice taking our sins, and the one who brings freedom, victory, and hope.   He is the preexistent Word, before all things, one with God, above all else. Where does he rank in our lives?   And he is the Son of God, who had to come.  There was no other way to pay the penalty for our sin.  What a great act of love, that was.  May we always remember these truths, given to us by John.  And may we, like John, in our words and actions, bear witness to these truths to others.  Amen 
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