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John 1:29-36  
Behold the Lamb

	Last week while we were away, John came down with laryngitis. It happened on the first day he could be with us to house hunt. It was very frustrating for him. On top of not being able to speak above a whisper, he found out that day that the travel agent had scheduled us to stay over till Monday, when we supposed to come back Sunday. He couldn’t communicate on the phone, so we had to wait till we got back to the hotel to send an email to his supervisor, telling him of this problem. He also found out that some critical documents relating to our house sale had not been received by our buyer and were due that day. It was a stressful time not to be able to speak. Watching him struggle reminded me of how precious the gift of speech is. I was struggling with my own feelings of insecurity about moving to a place where women have traditionally not had a speaking role in public worship and wondering how I will fulfill my calling there. This question made me realize again how precious the gift of being a witness for the Lord is. Today’s text shows us the first and one of the most powerful of witnesses to Christ Jesus. John the Baptist proclaims important truths about Jesus, truths in which we can find joy and hope for our own times, as well as a renewed call to share our witness.
	In the verses preceding our text for today, religious leaders came to John and asked him why he was baptizing people with a baptism of repentance. Baptism was known in Israel, but primarily was used for people who wanted to convert to Judaism. The Essene sect used baptism for repentance and cleansing, but they were isolated in their caves, and the extent of knowledge of their practices is debated. Baptism was not an Old Testament word. The Pharisees were not too open to new things in their religious sphere. John told them that he was playing the role of the prophet who would prepare the way of the Lord from Isaiah 57:14. He did not pretend to be the Messiah, but came to prepare the Messiah’s way.
	There is an application for us as witnesses today. We must put Christ before our own egos if we are to witness well and effectively. John told his questioners that Jesus was higher than him in status and first before him in time. If you remember your Christmas narratives, you know that John the Baptist was actually born before Jesus, but John the Baptist is here re-affirming what the prologue of the gospel of John has revealed about Jesus. Jesus is the eternal God, who has become flesh. His status is unique. John the Baptist assesses his own personality and value in comparison to the status of Christ Jesus as God’s chosen Messiah and Son. In comparison to Christ, he knows himself to be less important. He is willing to place himself second in order that Christ may be honored. John the Baptist had it right. Christ is more important than we are. This doesn’t mean that we have no value. In contrast, we have such great value with God that he sent his son to die for us, but as believers, who have chosen Christ as Lord, we find our value and calling in relation to Christ’s ultimate value as God’s son. We should put serving Christ first before our other needs and fulfillments. When we get our priorities straight, God is able to do great things for the kingdom through us. The world still needs to repent and see the savior. When we put our witness to Christ first in our lives, people will see Christ as clearly as they saw him in John the Baptist’s witness.
	John did not understand who Jesus was immediately. It was only when John baptized Jesus, and he saw the Holy Spirit descend on Jesus like a dove, that John understood Jesus to be the Messiah for whom he served as a preparation. John’s message was that God’s judgment was coming, and that God would cleanse sinners from their unrighteousness when they repented. His baptism was one which invited people to dedicate their hearts fully to God’s kingdom. For everyone except Jesus, this meant that they had to repent from their previous selfish sinfulness. When they had done this, they would be ready to see God’s Messiah.
	We too need to confess our sins and seek God’s kingdom. Many of us have done this at some point in our lives, inviting Christ to save us. Yet, as I was reminded while watching a cow stick its head through a fence to get at the greener grass just beyond his reach, we tend to nibble ourselves away from our commitment to Christ. During this season before Easter, members of churches around the world take time to examine their lives, to see if they have nibbled away from their devotion and their first love for Christ. As we think of John the Baptist’s humble obedience to God’s call, and obedience which led him to martyrdom, we too need to hear God’s voice asking us whether Christ is first and before our own needs in our hearts, or whether we’ve wandered from our allegiance to him as Lord.
	John the Baptist gave us three marvelous descriptions of who Jesus is. First, John recalled how Jesus is the one filled by the Holy Spirit and anointed to do God’s will. John the Baptist loved the book of Isaiah. When God revealed Jesus as the one for whom John the Baptist prepared, he used the language of Isaiah 11:2-4 which says, “And the Spirit of the LORD will rest on Him, The spirit of wisdom and understanding, The spirit of counsel and strength, The spirit of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.
 And He will delight in the fear of the LORD, And He will not judge by what His eyes see, Nor make a decision by what His ears hear; But with righteousness He will judge the poor, And decide with fairness for the afflicted of the earth; And He will strike the earth with the rod of His mouth, And with the breath of His lips He will slay the wicked.” John expected Jesus as Messiah to make things right in our sinful society. The Spirit which descended on Jesus is the Spirit of righteousness. God is not fooled by our attempts at self-justification. God knows our hearts and minds very well. Jesus as the one who was filled with the Spirit is one who righteously judges us as sinners, but offers himself as a sinless sacrifice for our sins. 
	The second description John the Baptist gives us of Jesus is that Jesus is the Son of God. In the Old Testament, Israel as a nation had been called the son of God in Exodus 4:22. God called David’s children his sons in 2 Samuel 7:14. Psalms 2:7 speaks of a future son of God, and was a Psalm which people used to define the Messiah. Jesus came as the unique son of God, to bring righteousness to the world. He came as the ultimate servant of God. John the gospel writer speaks of believers as sons of God as well, but he always uses a different Greek word in that context. As believers we are children of God, (teknoi), but Jesus alone is the unique son of God (uios). John the Baptist expected Jesus to resemble his Spiritual Father. He expected Jesus to be holy, and to cleanse people from their sins. Sometimes we let Jesus’ role as the sacrifice for our sins overwhelm the aspect of his role as the Holy Son of the Holy God. Jesus came to judge us as well as to save us. 
When we compare our mixed loyalties to Jesus’ total loyalty to his God and his Father’s kingdom, we should see ourselves as sinners in need of ongoing forgiveness and cleansing. Some of us might be tempted to think, but I’ve been a faithful Christian for years. And some of you certainly have, but ask yourself, are people coming to me from far away to ask why I’m so committed to God, like they were coming to John the Baptist? Does my lifestyle stand in as stark a contrast to my society as his did? Is God producing fruit in my life in any degree as wonderful as the fruit of John the Baptist and Jesus the Christ? In comparison to them, we can all feel the Spirit’s call to greater obedience and growth.
The final testimony of John to Jesus was that Jesus is the lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world. This title for Jesus began and ends this passage of John’s witness. Scholars debate what this term means. Two broad possibilities occur. Scholar Christoper Skinner finds nine differing views of what the lamb of God means, but breaks them into two categories, those that see the term as a reference to God’s atoning sacrifice of Jesus, and those that don’t. The best of the Old Testament ideas that support the atonement as the framework for what lamb of God means is from Exodus 29:38-42, where the tamid, or lamb of daily sacrifices appears. This daily sacrificial lamb brought people access to God. These lambs were umbleminshed, and their sacrifice revealed how significant and other from us God’s holiness is. In Leviticus 14:12-13, priests offered lambs as guilt offerings, but guilt offerings were not always lambs, but sometimes bulls or goats, so that parallel isn’t complete. Abraham offered a sacrifice in place of Isaac, but that sacrifice was a ram, not a lamb. The Passover lamb also shows a parallel to Jesus, but Jesus had not yet died, so John the Baptist could only have seen Jesus as a Passover lamb in prophetic insight. Also, the Passover lamb wasn’t meant as a sacrifice for sin, but as a celebration of God’s previous deliverance from bondage. Passover celebrations included lambs, but also goats and sheep. Yet, all sacrifices were in some way to bring forgiveness and closeness to God, and John the apostle later wrote of Jesus dying just as the sacrificial Passover lambs were killed, so John the Baptist probably meant more than one thing by calling Jesus the Lamb of God. He certainly understood that through Jesus God would work to bring the people to repentance, to forgiveness and to complete devotion to the Holy God.
John the Gospel writer also wrote the book of Revelation. In it we catch another look at the meaning of the title, Lamb of God. In Revelation, the Lamb has been slain and resurrected. This lamb receives worship, exercises wrath, and strikes fear in his enemies. The lamb is the shepherd as well. He stands triumphantly on Mt. Zion, where God blesses his people. He overcomes all opposition to God’s kingdom and establishes his reign on earth. The lamb who was slain triumphs through his obedient sacrifice and returns as the king of kings. When we look at the Lamb of God, we need to remember again that Jesus died to save, but he didn’t die to simply overlook sin. He died an atoning death, which enables each Christian to have the power of the Holy Spirit to triumph over sin. The Lamb of God came to take away our sin, by giving us new life and the ability to live righteously. We are called as witnesses to extend this life to others, and to change our world for good by living righteous lives.
As we come to our time of commitment, I want you to ask yourselves if you have suffered from laryngitis as believers. Have you joyfully and passionately shared your faith in Christ? Have you made every effort to live a godly live that will bring honor to your Lord Christ Jesus? Or have you been a timid Christian, afraid to live full out for God? When we think of Jesus as the Lamb of God, we know that complete obedience to God has a price. He paid this price for us, so that we might have new life. Yet, his sacrifice wasn’t in vain. God raised him from the dead. One day, Jesus will come again and every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. I want to re-commit to being part of that great cloud of witnesses here and now, during this life, so that when Jesus comes again, I’ll hear, “Well done good and faithful servant.” Don’t you want to join me? As we sing our commitment hymn, let’s take time to worship the Lamb who was slain and lives again! Amen.
	


