
                        SERMON “BEHOLD THE LAMB OF GOD” 

                  (John 1:29-42 Preached at MPC on January 15th, 2017) 

Friends, think about how we recognize people in many ways.  Our family members are 

easy to recognize.  We are familiar with their faces and with certain items of clothes that 

they wear. We recognize the way they comb their hair, the way they walk and motion 

with their hands, the way their voice sounds.  People we feel close to may even have a 

distinctive fragrance, like special cologne, or the smells that come from cooking or 

working in the garden. 

Sometimes we are given clues that help us recognize people who are not familiar to us. 

 These clues may tell us something about who a particular person is or what he or she 

does.  If you see a young person carrying a backpack near a school, there is a pretty good 

chance that person is a student. 

You can recognize a fireman or a policeman by the uniform he or she wears.  A man or 

woman with a stethoscope around the neck is likely to be a doctor or a nurse.  A person 

carrying a musical instrument is probably a musician.  Can you think of other ways you 

recognize people? 

In our Gospel text for today, John the Baptist tells us how he was able to recognize Jesus 

as the Son of God.  John said, "I have seen the Spirit descending like a dove out of 

heaven, and it remained on him" (1:32).  John goes on to say that he had been told by 

God that "On whomever you will see the Spirit descending, and remaining on him, the 

same is he who baptizes in the Holy Spirit" (1:33).  And again, John says, "I have seen, 

and have testified that this is the Son of God" (1:34). 

So, God sent a sign, gave the world a clue so Jesus could be recognized as the Son of 

God.  This sign, this clue that first came in the form of a dove, is the Holy Spirit.  It is the 

part of God, the Spirit of Christ, that lives in you and teaches you to recognize what is 

false and what is true.  It is that quiet knowing inside of you that helps you make good 

choices and decisions and leads you to recognize Jesus as the Son of God. 

There’s a story some years ago about an Army chaplain in the Protestant faith attending 

the Chaplain's School in Brooklyn, New York.  He lived next door to a Catholic priest 

and they became good friends.  The chaplain decided one Sunday to worship with his 



friend the priest at the big Catholic church there in Brooklyn.  The chaplain was 

impressed with the size of the congregation as the sanctuary held more than a thousand 

people—and the people filled it service after service.  The chaplain thought many of the 

Protestant churches he attended would do well to get a hundred people to church on 

Sunday morning.  He could hardly imagine serving a church that packed in a thousand 

people every hour—hour after hour.  He wondered how his friend the priest managed 

this huge workload. 

He recalls the Mass, how it moved along nicely with its familiar rhythms.  When it was 

time for the homily, his friend the priest noted that it was a beautiful springtime day, 

and said that instead of preaching a homily, he would give everyone a few extra minutes 

to enjoy the day. 

When Mass had ended and they were departing the church, the chaplain noticed his 

friend seemed distressed.  When He asked him about it, he discovered the priest was 

upset because he had skipped the homily.  The chaplain thought this was due in part, 

because he, a Protestant, came from a tradition that considers the homily or the sermon 

to be very important in the worship service. 

But the chaplain’s experience of that service had been quite different and he was able to 

share that with my friend.  During worship, the chaplain kept noticing how rich the 

liturgy was.  Over and over, it brought him face-to-face with faith.  And yes, he was 

disappointed that his friend the priest had skipped the homily— but the liturgy was so 

beautiful that it carried the day for him.  

Part of that beautiful liturgy, the Agnus Dei, the invocation to the Lamb of God sung or 

recited during the breaking of the bread or fractioning the Host, comes from our Gospel 

lesson today.  Agnus Dei is Latin for "Lamb of God."  When John the Baptist saw Jesus, 

he said: "Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world" (v. 29). 

Many Christians begin Holy Communion with that verse.  First they say: "Christ our 

Passover is sacrificed for us; Therefore, let us keep the feast."  And then they say: "Lamb 

of God, who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us! Lamb of God, who 

takes away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us!  Lamb of God, who takes away the 

sins of the world, grant us peace!' 



Those words might or might not seem special to you depending on your religious  

background, but they take on great power as you say them week after week—as  

they soak in and take lodgment in your heart—as they become part of your life—part of 

you. "Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us! Lamb of 

God, who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us! Lamb of God, 

who takes away the sins of the world, grant us peace!' 

Friends, that is a prayer!  When you pray that simple prayer week by week, it takes on a 

haunting quality.  When that simple prayer becomes part of your life, you always have it 

ready for instant recall in times of need.  And so, for many of us, when they wheel you 

down the hall toward the operating room, you might pray: "Lamb of God, who takes 

away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us! 

And when someone in your family makes a tragic mistake, your heart prays: "Lamb of 

God, who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us! And when you stand 

beside the grave of a loved one, your heart cries out: "Lamb of God, who takes away the 

sins of the world, have mercy upon us!  Christians of many denominations pray this 

prayer as part of their worship.  All over the world today, Christians are praying this 

prayer right now! 

When John the Baptist spoke of Jesus as the Lamb of God, people knew that he was not 

speaking of a cute, cuddly lamb that they might adopt as a pet.  In that Jewish context, 

people sacrificed lambs as part of their worship.  In the temple, priests sacrificed lambs 

every morning and every evening—killed them—roasted them. 

Early on, God had required his people to sacrifice these lambs as atonement for their 

sins.  It was God's way of saying, "Sin is serious.  Sin leads to death.  But, because I love 

you, I will accept your sacrifice of a lamb in lieu of your death."  The sacrifice paid the 

price for sin. When John saw Jesus, he said “Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away 

the sins of the world." 

Christ became the perfect offering sent by God—the one who brought the whole 

sacrificial system to an end.  Jesus was the Lamb of God—the lamb provided by God—

the perfect lamb.  That might seem odd to us, but it connects us with things that we 

know: It connects us with the cross of Christ.  The cross and the resurrection are the 



central events, the core of our Christian faith.  On the cross, God permitted the sacrifice 

of Jesus, the perfect lamb, for the forgiveness of our sins. 

It connects us with the Lord's Supper.  Jesus told his disciples, "This is my body, which  

is broken for you—This is my blood, which was shed for the forgiveness of sins." And so  

Christians pray: "Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world, have mercy upon 

us!  Why did God require sacrifices?  Why did Jesus have to die on the cross?  I believe 

that God did it that way, at least in part, to get our attention—to let us know how serious 

is our sin and how deep is God's love.  We could ignore a lecture or sermon about God's 

love, but it's hard to ignore the gift and gruesome reality of God's son on a cross.   

A century and a half ago, Adoniram (pronounced ad-ah-NI-ram) Judson went to Burma 

as a missionary.  The Burmese did not welcome missionaries at that time.  They didn't 

want them to teach people about Christ, so they imprisoned and tortured Judson.  For 

two years, they kept him in a dungeon and beat him regularly.  When they finally 

released him from prison, his body was badly scarred from the beatings.  His clothing 

worn and tattered, covered many of the scars, but not his hands.  His hands were 

gnarled and scarred from the beatings—they were not hidden by his clothing.  Everyone 

could see Judson's scarred hands. 

After his release from prison, Judson still asked the king for permission to travel and 

preach.  The king refused.  He said: "I am willing for a dozen other preachers to go  

but not you. Not with those hands. My people are not foolish enough to take notice of 

your preaching, but they will see your scarred hands." 

This past week, as one of the ten brave Christians signed up to “experiment” with 

putting God first in our lives through the practice of 5 self-disciplines, the scripture to 

meditate and pray in the morning on the 4th day, was also from John’s Gospel 15:6-7.  V. 

6 reads, “If anyone does not abide in Me, he is cast out as a branch and is withered; and 

they gather them and throw them into the fire and they are burned. V. 7 continues, if 

you abide in me and my words abide in you, you will ask what you desire, and it shall be 

done for you.”   

This picture is a rich metaphor that needs unpacking. The vine is Jesus, while we 

(believers, disciples) are the branches. The Father, Jesus says, is the vinedresser– that 

is the gardener who tends the branches. He prunes the fruitful branches so they will 



bear more fruit, and takes away the unfruitful branches, throwing them into the fire. 

The unfruitful branches appear to be nominal disciples: people who outwardly follow 

Jesus for a time, but fail to bear fruit.  Think, for example, of Judas Iscariot. The fruit we 

are called to bear probably includes both the fruit of our transformed character or  

“the fruit of the Spirit”—and fruitfulness in evangelism as we bear witness to Jesus and 

his work, one of the 5 disciplines.  Abiding in Jesus first means having a life-giving 

connection to him. A branch is connected to the vine, and a vine to the branch. This is 

what theologians frequently describe as “union with Christ.” Notice that this connection, 

this union, is mutual. We abide in him and Jesus abides in us.   If there is no connection, 

there is no life, no life, no fruit! 

And just so, God knew that we could not abide in Christ without ignoring the cross.  We 

could ignore many things, but we could not ignore the Son of God being sacrificed for 

our salvation.  And so, God sent Jesus, the Lamb of God to take away the sins of the 

world as Christian voices have prayed for twenty centuries: "Lamb of God, who takes 

away the sins of the world, have mercy upon us!  Lamb of God, who takes away the sins 

of the world, have mercy upon us! Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world, 

grant us peace!'  My friends, let us always abide, stay connected and remain, as we give 

thanks and praise to the Lord!  “Behold the Lamb of God!”  Amen. 

his picture is a rich metaphor that needs unpacking. The vine is Jesus, while we 

(believers, disciples) are the branches. The Father, Jesus says, is the vinedresser (v. 1) – 

that is the gardener who tends the branches. He prunes the fruitful branches so they will 

bear more fruit (v. 2), and takes away the unfruitful branches, throwing them into the 

fire (v. 2, 6). The unfruitful branches appear to be nominal disciples: people who 

outwardly follow Jesus for a time, but fail to bear fruit.  Think, for example, of  
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