
sSERMON FOR EPIPHANY 2, 2017 – 15 JANUARY 
Heytesbury 11.00 Parish Communion 

Texts: Isaiah 49: 1-7 
1 Corinthians 1: 1-9 

John 1: 29-42 
 

The Lamb of God 
I wonder if any of you have had the lovely experience of being in Greece for Easter? The celebrations 

are amazing – where I was in Athens, the crowds thronging the cathedral were all carrying candles and at 
midnight they were all lit, one by one, from the Easter Candle carried by the priest, and as the light spread 
through the vast assembly the shout went up Christos anesti (Christ is risen) and back came the reply Alithes 
anesti (He is risen indeed). And the joy and celebration were palpable. 

 
But Easter is only the culmination of that week, and earlier in the week, say Tuesday and Wednesday, I 

noticed lots of families, including children, leading a lamb home on a string, petting it and tying ribbons on 
it. Then on Friday (I was told, I didn’t watch), these petted and beloved lambs are killed……and on Sunday 
morning there’s a wonderful smell of roasting meat. The Paschal Lamb has again been killed for us.  

 
In our gospel John the Baptist hails Jesus, and this is the first time the two men have met, as “Here is the 

Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world”. It’s an extraordinary statement but a very profound 
prophecy which we will unpack. But how did John know to make such a claim? He says twice of Jesus “I 
did not know him”, even though they were cousins and must have met as children, perhaps on the annual 
Passover pilgrimage to Jerusalem. But knowing, being acquainted, with a person is not the same as knowing 
facts about them, let alone perceiving their divine mission. John must have had some revelation from God to 
make such a claim. 

 
And what does he mean by “Lamb of God”, and what would it have conveyed to his hearers? Let’s look 

at the Old Testament first. The first and strongest association is with the deliverance of the Israelites from 
Egypt, at the original Passover. The Israelites were told to kill a young lamb and wipe its blood on the door-
posts and the lintels of their houses, and then stay inside. The Angel of Death would pass through the land, 
and kill every firstborn of humans and animals, but would pass over the houses where the blood was visible. 
Then the lamb was to be roasted and eaten with bitter herbs and unleavened bread, before they set out on 
their long journey to freedom. So the Israelites were literally saved by the blood of the lamb.  

 
Another consideration which points forward to Jesus is in the story of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice 

his son Isaac. At the last minute the angel tells him not to lay his hand on the boy, and points to a ram caught 
in a thicket. God provides his own victim for the sacrifice, just as Jesus offers himself as a willing victim. 

 
Then there is the ritual prescribed for the Day of Atonement, when a goat is presented to the Lord, and 

the priest confesses over it all the evils and sins of the people of Israel; then the goat is driven off into the 
desert and “The goat will carry all their sins away with him into an uninhabited land”. It’s not a lamb, but it 
is another creature taking away the sin of the people. 

 
The next connection is the sacrifice which, under the Law, was performed in the Temple every morning 

and every evening: a one year old lamb was to be sacrificed, along with flour and oil, and in the evening 
wine as well. It was a food-offering whose odour pleased the Lord, and he would come down, make the 
place holy, and live among the people. 

 
And finally in Jewish scriptures, there is Isaiah’s description of the suffering servant, which from early 

Christian days was interpreted as a prophecy of Christ: “Like a lamb about to be slaughtered, he never said a 
word”. 

 
So in different places in the tradition ,we have the ideas of the death of a lamb saving people, the 

scapegoat who carries away sin, the regular offering of sacrifice, and the willing victim whose suffering is 
somehow redemptive.. 



 
And although Jesus himself does not use the image of the lamb about himself, it was quickly picked up 

by Christian teachers. St John’s gospel records that Jesus’ death, on Friday at 3 p.m., the day before the 
Passover which that year fell on a Sabbath, meant that he died at the same hour that the Passover lambs were 
being slaughtered. Peter, in his first letter, speaks of “the costly sacrifice of Christ, who was like a lamb 
without defect or flaw”. Philip is given the perfect opening for teaching, when the Ethiopian eunuch, reading 
Isaiah, asks him the meaning of the text: “like a sheep that is take to be slaughtered, like a lamb that makes 
no sound when its wool is cut off, he did not say a word”. And, most clearly of all, Paul wrote to the 
Christians at Corinth: “Christ our Passover lamb has been sacrificed for us, therefore let us keep the feast”. 
So the lamb of the Passover is reinterpreted as the sacrifice of Christ celebrated in the Eucharist, as we do 
today. 

 
And there is more. In the Book of Revelation, John the Divine has a vision of the Lamb worshipped by 

millions, standing in triumph on the throne. “Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive power and riches 
and wisdom and strength and honour and glory and praise”. He sees those who have washed their robes and 
made them white with the blood of the Lamb, standing before God’s throne. He continues “They (ten kings) 
will fight against the Lamb but the Lamb and his followers will defeat them, because he is the Lord of Lords 
and King of kings”. The ultimate triumph belongs to the Lamb, who is now fully identified with Christ. 

 
So our fully-developed understanding of the Lamb of God brings together vicarious suffering, patient 

submission, love and self-sacrifice, redemption and triumph…..the whole story of Christ in one picture! 
 
But what does this have to say to us? Yes, it deepens our understanding of the words “Lamb of God” 

which we will use shortly in the prayer before Communion. But for us personally, in our daily lives? How 
far has our Christian life entailed sacrifice? William Temple defined the sin of the world as “the self-will 
which prefers my way to God’s”. Are we called on, then, to lay our own wills on the altar and accept Jesus’ 
call to a new obedience and a new way of life? And if we take his commands seriously, should we, for 
example, be giving away half our possessions, or selling them for the benefit of the poor? I’ve recently been 
to a study day by an American preacher who has led groups who do just that, and they have found they 
developed a new depth and love in their relationships, and felt they had “come alive” in a new way. When 
we realise how rich we are – not only materially, but in our relationships and in the love of God, why would 
we not want to share it?  

 
In our Gospel Jesus asks the two disciples of John: “What are you looking for?”  His question echoes 

down the ages, and each of us as Christians has to answer the same question. What are we looking for? In 
your prayer time this week, share with God your own answer to that question – or explore it with him – and 
may the love and the patience and the saving grace of the Lamb of God be with you this week, and always. 
Amen 

 


