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“LOOK, THE LAMB OF GOD!”

Sermon Text:  John 1:29-34

Grace and peace from God our Father and from our Lord, our Savior, Jesus.  Amen.

Dear Friends in Christ,

Today we turn our attention to our Gospel lesson. It is taken from the Gospel of St. John, the first chapter.  

John 1:29-34

The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and said, "Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! This is the one I meant when I said, 'A man who comes after me has surpassed me because he was before me.' I myself did not know him, but the reason I came baptizing with water was that he might be revealed to Israel." 

Then John gave this testimony: "I saw the Spirit come down from heaven as a dove and remain on him.   I would not have known him, except that the one who sent me to baptize with water told me, 'The man on whom you see the Spirit come down and remain is he who will baptize with the Holy Spirit.'   I have seen and I testify that this is the Son of God."  

Introduction

As we look at our Gospel lesson today, we realize, first of all, that looks can be deceiving.  And,  when we look at Christ with our human eyes, our looks are most certainly deceived.  But then, after looking at Him with the eyes of faith (the spiritual eyes given to us by the Holy Spirit), we realize that Jesus had just “the Look” we all need for salvation.  

The time of our lesson was about a month and a half after the baptism of Jesus.  The other Gospel writers tell us that as soon as Jesus was baptized by John, the Holy Spirit led him off into the wilderness where He fasted for forty days and nights and was tempted by Satan.  It’s sometime after Jesus’ return from the wilderness that He is walking on the banks of the Jordan River  and John cried out those immortal words:  “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”

I.  Mere Human Eyes are Fooled by Jesus “Look”

Now to us those are the precious words.  But, when those words were first spoken, we could surely understand, if John’s disciples reacted by saying, “Huh?  Who are you talking about?  That guy over there?  He’s the Lamb of God?  He’s the Savior?  He’s the one mighty enough to take away my sins and the sins of the whole world?” Such a reaction would have been understandable because Jesus looked just like any other man.   

Quite often when someone draws or paints a picture of Jesus, the artist shows Jesus with a halo or some bright aura coming from Him.  (That’s indeed a proper way to make a drawing or a picture of Jesus because it gives him the respect as true God that he definitely deserves.)   But we might fall into the wrong thinking of there was this certain glow about him, there was kind of this aura coming off of him.  No.  He looked like any other man; and, therefore, John or anyone else could have been fooled.  Or, perhaps you and I hearing that Jesus was the perfect man, at times picture Him as some kind of alpha male . . . good looking, muscular, etc. . . . the kind of man to whom people are immediately drawn.  Still, that really is us projecting our own ideas about “the perfect man” onto Jesus.  The Bible, however, in the prophet Isaiah actually tells us the opposite:  “He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to Him, nothing in His appearance that we should desire him” (Isaiah 53:2b). 

So, we can surely understand, if John’s disciples wondered about John identifying a lowly carpenter from Nazareth as the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.

To such doubt, John would respond in the words of our text:  “I myself did not know Him . . .I would not have known Him, except that the One who sent me to baptize with water told me, 'The man on whom you see the Spirit come down and remain is He who will baptize with the Holy Spirit.”  So John says, “Ya, that’s right.  That’s the Lamb of God, and His looks would have fooled me too, if it hadn’t been revealed to me by God.”  

Now, John now being able to recognize Jesus as the promised Savior may strike us as a little strange especially when we recall that John and Jesus were relatives.  Luke’s Gospel tells us that their mothers, Elizabeth and Mary were related.  And we can look back early in St. Luke’s Gospel and see all the excitement there was, when it was announced to Elizabeth that her son would be the forerunner, the one who would announce the arrival of the Christ.  Of course, news about what happened at Jesus’ birth obviously spread throughout the family too.  But John said,  when it came to knowing for sure that Jesus of Nazareth was the Savior of the world, the Savior of the universe, he would not trust a family story; he would not trust his own recollection or his own sight.  He would only accept God’s own identification of Jesus.  John says that Jesus’ very normal look would have fooled John too.

Now that’s quite a statement by John the Baptist.  Jesus Himself says, “Among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than John the Baptist (Matthew 11:11).  But John was a sinful human being just like you and me.  And, looking at Jesus with his human eyes, he would have had human doubts.   Yes, even John could doubt.  

Later on, while in prison, shortly before he was beheaded, John shows himself to be just another guy like you and me, a sinner who had his doubts, who even had his doubts about Jesus.   John was wasting away in prison, and things hadn’t gone as quickly as in the life or ministry of Jesus as he thought they should.  If Jesus was the Christ, when was he going to take control?  When was he going to save people?  When was he going to fix all the problems of society?    You see, John was even somewhat mistaken.  So, while in prison, he sent his disciples to ask Jesus, “Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else" (Matthew 11:3)?

Again, we see our connection to John.  Like John we need to be reassured by Jesus’ words that He is who He says He is.  John also needed to have it revealed to him at Jesus’ baptism that Jesus was not just a mere man, but also the very Son of God.  And you and I have that connection to John, not just in our doubts, but in how it’s revealed to us that Jesus is more than he appears.   John had it revealed that Jesus is the very Son of God when the Spirit came down and remained on Jesus at Jesus’ Baptism; and at the time of our baptisms, you and I have had the Holy Spirit descend upon us so we now see Jesus for who He really is: the Son of God and our Savior.   And, the Holy Spirit has remained on you so that we no longer see Jesus on the pages of Scripture with just physical eyes . . .no longer seeing just a mere man.  But with the John the Baptist, you and I now say “I have seen and I testify that this is the Son of God.”
Not only do you and I have a connection to John the Baptist, we more importantly have a connection to Jesus through our baptisms.  You see, Jesus didn’t look like anything but an ordinary man while he walked on this earth prior to his resurrection.   But, in baptism, He was declared to be who He is: “The Son of God.”  And at baptism, you and I have been declared to be who we are: “The children of God”.  But you know what?  Until the day of the resurrection, our resurrection, you and I walk around on this earth and from all appearances we look like anybody else.  

Think about it.  How does the world view you?  How do you view yourself?  You look like anybody else.  You have the same problems anybody else might have.  We live, we stumble.  We get cancer like anybody else.  We get the flu like anybody else.  We get any number of other diseases like anybody else.  We  take our last breath like anybody else.  And, when we die, our bodies lie there lifeless like anybody else.  Why, this morning our synod president even told us we all have financial problems just like everybody else out there in the world!    So, I ask you, “Do we look like children of God?  Do our lives look glorious?”  No.  Our lives don’t look glorious at all.  But, you know what?  Our lives look a whole lot like Christ’ life, don’t they?  

But, Christ’ life was glorious.  He is the almighty God.  In flesh He veiled in glory.  It was there.  It was real; but it couldn’t be seen.  And through baptism He has given you His glory.  He has given you that future glory.  He, who was proclaimed King in the Jordan River, has proclaimed you sons and daughters of the King in Holy Baptism.  But, just as His glory was hidden, so also your glory is hidden.  You don’t see it. The world definitely doesn’t see it.  But, just as Christ’ glory was hidden and then revealed at His resurrection, our glory will not be seen until our resurrection, but then it will be revealed.

This is what our second lesson this morning (Romans 8:16-19) told us:  The creation waits in eager expectation . . .and eager expectation for what? . .. the sons of God to be revealed . . .on the day of the resurrection. 

II.  Jesus had the exact  “Look”  We Needed for Salvation

Yes, looking at Christ, we could be deceived; but given the gift of the Holy Spirit at our baptism, we take a further look at Jesus.  And, when we do, we realize that the way Jesus looked . . .the very thing that would have tripped us up . . . his run of the mill, normal, ordinary human look . . . the very thing that would have fooled us . . .is exactly the way we needed our Savior to look.   John says “Look, the Lamb of God”.  You see, you and I are sheep.  We are lambs who have strayed from God.  Now, God says that He demands a perfect life from every one of us.  He also says that the price for straying from Him is death, both physical and eternal.  God had given His Law to human beings and He demanded that it be fulfilled by human beings.  What’s more?  Sins against that Law were to be paid for by human blood. So, either we were going to die eternally in hell or we were going to have someone like us (a substitute, a stand in) provide a perfect life for us and pay the price of eternal death for.  We lambs needed a substitute human.  

Behold,  Jesus, the Lamb of God!  He looks like you and me.  He is a normal human being like you and me, but behold unlike you, He is a lamb that has never strayed; He is perfect . . . the perfect substitute.    

Still, how can an ordinary looking man, even if He is perfect, keep the Law for every and die in payment for everyone’s sins.  After all, if a mere man, no matter how perfect he is keeps the law perfectly and dies a perfect death, does it do us any good? No.

But, look again. Look at the Lamb of God.  He is not just the Lamb of God in that He was sent from God.  He is also the Lamb of God, that is He is the Lamb who IS God!   So as he lived that perfect life for us, as he walked in our footsteps, it could be (and was!) credited to our account. He was also the very Son of God, so his walking in our steps has value for all people of all times.  It has value for you!  Jesus lived your perfect life; and through baptism, God now has given that to you.  On account of your baptism, God now view your life the way He viewed Christ’s life; he sees it as perfect! 

Then Jesus lamb of God took away the sins of the world (and, therefore, your sins!)  by dying as our substitute.  Again, it is of no good to us, if some perfect guy died two thousand years ago.  But, as baptized children of God, we are deceived by looks.  Thanks to the Holy Spirit we have seen and testify that Jesus is the Son of God.  Therefore, His death is the death of God in payment for sins.  It is a death that has value for all people.  His death has value for you and me!  It has taken away ours , and that’s exactly what John says.  “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”  

With those words, John the Baptist tells us that every sacrifice in the Old Testament was  foreshadowing . . .was a picture . . .of THE Sacrifice, Jesus, the Lamb of God, who was to come.

Yet, as he points to Jesus as the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world,  John is also pointing to a very special sacrificial picture of Jesus in the Old Testament.   He is pointing to a special sacrifice on the Great Day of Atonement. 

Each year on the Great Day of Atonement (and only on the Great Day of Atonement!)  the high priest would enter the most holy place in the tabernacle or temple.  He would first offer a sacrifice for his own sins as a sinner and as an imperfect picture of Jesus, our Great High Priest.  Then he would go in, representing Christ, who was to come, and offer a sacrifice for the sins of all the people.  He would take the blood of that sacrifice and pour it over the mercy seat (or atonement cover) on the ark of the covenant which contained the two tablets of the Ten Commandment.  

We can see the picture, can’t we?  When God looked down, he did not see the ten commandments and the peoples’ sins again them.  Rather, He saw the blood, the blood of the sacrifice.  That is a beautiful picture of Christ and His blood covering us in baptism so that God now sees Jesus perfection instead of our sins against the Ten Commandments.  That sacrifice was a beautiful picture of Christ and a vivid reminder to us of what Christ has now done!  

But that’s not even the sacrifice from the Day of Atonement that John the Baptist is here emphasizing.  He’s emphasizing the sacrifice of the scapegoat.  

You and I all know what is a scapegoat is.  A scapegoat is the person who is supposed to take the fall.  That’s the person who is supposed to take the blame.  That’s the person we point to and say “Well, it’s all his fault.”  And that’s exactly what the Old Testament believers did with their scapegoat on the Great Day of Atonement.  

The high priest in high and dramatic ceremony would take the sins of the people off of the people and place them on the head of a lamb, the scapegoat; and that “goat,” of course, represented Christ.  [Isaiah 53:6 We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.  2 Corinthians 5:21b:  God made Him who knew no sin to BE sin for us. ]  

Then what happened with that scapegoat?  A man was chosen to lead that lamb off into the wilderness.  Then, the scapegoat would be left there to die in the wilderness, never to return again with the people’s sins.   Oh, don’t we see Jesus so beautifully represented there.  He is the Lamb of God upon whom the LORD has been placed all of our sins.  He is the Lamb of God who through His death has taken away our sins as far as the east is from the west.  He has taken away our sins so that they will never come back to torment us.  Our sins, as far as God is concerned, are never going to come back to haunt us.  They are gone because of the Lamb of God who has carried them away, carried them away for all eternity.

Conclusion

Today we have again heard John cry out “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”  And, as we heeded John’s cry, what did we see?  We saw a man who looked like us, but is also our God.  We saw a Savior who had just the look we needed in our perfect substitute. 

Blessing

Now may the peace of God,  which surpasses all understanding, guard and keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  Amen.

