
Behold the Lamb

John 1:29-42

To a careful reader, the Bible is full of paradox. Things are not always what they 

seem,  and sometimes even appear  to  be two incompatible  things  at  once.  This  is 

especially evident when the Bible speaks about Jesus. He is at one and the same time 

the mighty Creator of the universe, and yet in his incarnation a tiny baby, one of the 

weakest and most vulnerable of all creatures. He is the Water of Life, yet on the cross 

he cried out, “I thirst.” He is Love itself, yet was hated more than any man. 

One of these paradoxes is presented in today’s gospel reading. John witnesses that 

Jesus is the lamb of God, yet this lamb is also the good shepherd who cares for his 

sheep. How did he care for the sheep, God’s flock over whom he had charge? He 

became one of them, the shepherd himself became a lamb, one of his own flock. We 

who are the members of God’s flock had gone astray, following our own ways, failing 

to heed the voice of the shepherd. And so the shepherd himself became one of the 

sheep, in order to lead us back to God. 

John’s reference to Jesus as the lamb was inspired by Isaiah 53, and by the story of the 

Passover in Exodus 12. In Isaiah, God’s servant was despised and rejected, pierced for 

our transgressions, slain for our sins. We are like sheep that have gone astray, but the 

Lord has laid on him all our wrongdoing. Thus he was led as a lamb to the slaughter 

and cruelly put to death. This is the lamb that John testified about, when he cried out 

to those who had come to him for baptism, “This is the Lamb of God, who takes away 

the sins of the world.” 

The passover lamb was a covenant sign to Israel that God had fulfilled his promise to 

deliver them from bondage to the Egyptians. The celebration of the passover each 

year both recalled that event in the history of redemption, and anticipated the time 

when Israel would be delivered from its bondage to sin through the final sacrifice of 

God’s own lamb. 

Jesus  became  the  true  passover  lamb;  the  lamb  that  was  slaughtered  to  provide 

protection for those who killed it. Jesus also was slain to provide protection for those 

who killed him: all of us here today, all who have sinned and gone astray have had a 
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part in killing God’s passover lamb. Yet those who killed the lamb receive as a result 

new life; an unintended result in the case of Jesus, for those responsible for the act of 

killing certainly did not anticipate receiving new life as a result. They were simply 

executing a troublemaker, a blasphemer, one whom they claimed preached rebellion 

against Caesar. 

This lamb, the true lamb of God, is the one John testifies will take away the sins of the 

world. The whole of the gospel of John presents Jesus as the passover lamb, the one 

chosen by God. The bones of the passover lamb are not to be broken, so too the bones 

of Jesus were not broken at his death. His side was pierced and the blood and water 

ran  out,  just  as  the  blood  was  drained  from the  passover  lamb.  This  blood  was 

sprinkled on the doorposts and lintels with a sprig of hyssop, and it was on the stalk of 

the hyssop plant that Jesus was given vinegar to drink. This is our passover lamb, the 

one true and final sacrifice God himself offered on our behalf, a sacrifice of his own 

dear son, to reconcile sinners to himself. The heart of God was broken by our sin, so 

much so that he was prepared to allow his own son to come in human nature and to 

die on our behalf. Only a God of infinite love could consent to such a total inversion 

of circumstances: the life of the world was put to death, so that those doomed to die 

might live. The God of all power and might allowed himself to be overpowered and 

executed by the creatures he had himself  made. The obedient son took on all  our 

disobedience in himself, so that we may be obedient again to the will of God.

Paul addresses his first letter to the Corinthians to those who are called to be holy, the 

ones sanctified in Christ Jesus. Those who are cleansed in the blood of the lamb, the 

passover sacrifice, are made new and clean in the sight of God. The lamb is one of the 

gentlest creatures we know. Christ, the passover lamb, was led away to slaughter, yet 

he did not resist but willingly laid down his life for us. But in another of the paradoxes 

of the Bible,  in the Revelation of John we read of the wrath of the Lamb (6:16).  

Fearsome is the lamb of God when he comes in judgement to wreak vengeance on all 

those who have hated and rebelled against him. The lamb breaks open the seals on the 

scroll of God’s judgement, and from them come horrific plagues and torments. The 

four horsemen ride out to bring war, conflict, famine, plague and death. There was a 

great earthquake, the sun turned black, the moon turned to blood, the stars fell from 

the sky and the mountains and islands were shaken and moved from their places. As 

© Chris Gousmett 2016 2



these terrible things took place, those who were in rebellion against God and against 

the Lamb cried out to the mountains and the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the 

face of him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the lamb.” This is the lamb 

who did not open his mouth but went meekly to death for our sakes. But that lamb has 

not remained meek, and his judgement will surely come, so that those who are not 

covered by the sacrifice of the passover lamb will be exposed to his fury and suffer 

the consequences of the unbelief and rebellion.

But for those who believe, Jesus Christ is the pure and spotless lamb who delivers us 

and cleanses us from all sin. In the book of Revelation, the saints follow the lamb, 

Christ  Jesus,  wherever he goes.  There will  be a great multitude worshipping him, 

from every nation, tribe, and language, all crying out, “Salvation belongs to our God, 

who sits on the throne, and to the lamb.” Happy are those who will be part of the 

multitude of the redeemed, made pure and holy through Christ. How terrible the fate 

of those who despise and reject the lamb, for they shall experience his wrath, a wrath 

like no other that has ever been.

What a paradox the gospel is: it inverts and explodes all our preconceptions about 

God and how he views us, and yet at the same time confirms our deepest longings and 

fills the emptiness of the hungry heart. He is the true God, the one whose unfailing 

love for us knew no bounds, and whose desire for his own people to be reconciled to 

him led him to accept the unacceptable. The most holy God became man and took on 

all our sin and shame. This was the only way it could be removed from us, for all our 

sin is now hidden in God himself where no one else can ever retrieve it. 

This  is  the lamb of  God:  the baby born at  Bethlehem, receiving the adoration of 

angels and shepherds. Those who sought him included the wise men who would offer 

their gifts, and the wicked who wished to kill him to prop up the corrupt and unjust 

rule of an unpopular and degenerate ruler. John witnesses that this is the lamb of God, 

the  one  who  was  protected  from  the  wrath  of  one  Herod  only  to  die  with  the 

connivance of another. 

John testified that he did not know him, not that they had never met, for in terms of 

human genealogy John was his relative. But John said that when he witnessed the 

Holy Spirit in the form of a dove come down from heaven and rest upon Jesus, then 
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for the first time, in terms of the gospel, John knew Jesus. This was the one he was 

sent to proclaim: this the one whose way he was to prepare. This was the one who 

would baptise with the Holy Spirit, this one was the Son of God.

Now that John knew Jesus, as it were for the first time, he stood up and proclaimed to 

all who would hear: This one is the Lamb of God. And those who heard his testimony 

left  everything and  followed him.  This  is  the  call  of  the  gospel  still.  This  is  the 

message of the Baptist even today: Look, this one is the Son of God. This is the one 

on whom the Spirit rests. This one is the Lamb that God himself has chosen. The 

saints of God follow the lamb wherever he goes. Will you too follow him?
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