
Lay Reader Sermon Series I

The Fourth Sunday in Advent

psalter:
Psalm 80
1st lesson:
Isaiah 40:1-11
2nd lesson:
John 1:19-37
The Lamb of God
"The next day John seeth Jesus coming unto him, and saith, 'Behold the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the world.'" (John 1:29, 36). It was John the Baptist who gave our Lord this familiar and richly symbolic title, "Lamb of God;" or, as we know it in the Latin form, "Agnus Dei." This occurred at "Bethabara (or, Bethany) beyond Jordan, where John was baptizing," a place on the east side of the Jordan River, a few miles north of where it empties into the Dead Sea.

By virtue of his birth, John the Baptist was a priest. This status, and the fact that the lamb was the main sacrificial victim in the temple in Jerusalem, may have suggested to him the application of this title to the Lord. Also, the annual celebration of the Passover may have been near at this time; and as John saw his cousin Jesus coming for baptism, flocks of lambs from the country districts may have been going by, being taken up to Jerusalem to be used as sacrifices during the coming feast. The lamb's use in the sacrificial system was seen by John as a symbol of the sacrifice which Christ Himself would make.
The twelfth chapter of Exodus gives the instructions for the killing and eating of the Passover lamb. It was to be a male without blemish; and after it was killed, some of its blood was to be put on the doorposts and lintel of each house. It was to be roasted, and its flesh eaten with bitter herbs. When God was to "pass through the land of Egypt . . ." to "smite all the first-born . . ., both man and beast . . . the blood shall be a sign for you, upon the houses where your are; and when I see the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague shall fall upon you to destroy you" (Exodus 12:12-15).
The blood of the lamb saved them from destruction, and John sees Christ as the sacrificial lamb whose blood saves all who turn to Him from spiritual death; as Saint Paul wrote to the Corinthians, "Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us" (1st Corinthians 5:7)
In the daily morning and evening sacrifices in the temple, lambs were used, ". . . two lambs a year old day by day continually" (Exodus 29:38-39). Jeremiah adds to the picture of the sacrificial lamb in these words, "But I was like a gentle lamb led to the slaughter" (Jeremiah 11:19). Isaiah wrote in a passage very important to our understanding of the sacrifice of Christ (Isaiah 53), that the servant of God was "wounded for our transgressions;" and "like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb, so he opened not his mouth." (Isaiah 53:5, 7)
These passages remind us of the qualities of innocence and gentleness symbolized by the lamb, "The lamb of God that taketh away the sin of the world." Someone has said, "He removes by His presence all thought of sin and evil . . . He takes upon Himself the suffering caused by sin . . . He removes sin by forgiveness . . . He lifts it up upon the Cross for God's condemnation . . . to win for others atonement and the power not to give in to sin." Or, as Saint Peter put the matter very directly, "He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness." (1st Peter 2:24)
The book of Genesis tells the poignant story of Abraham's going to offer his son Isaac as a sacrifice to God. They went to "the land of Moriah," which, tradition says, was the future site of Jerusalem and the temple. In the last stage of their journey, Isaac was carrying the wood for his own sacrifice, and he said to his father, "Behold the fire and the wood; but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?" Abraham replied, "God will provide himself the lamb for the burnt offering, my son." He went on with preparations for the sacrifice; and at the point where he was ready to take the life of his son, an angel called out to stop him, because he had shown that he would withhold nothing from God, not even his only son. He looked up, saw a ram caught by its horns in a thicket, and offered it in place of his son. (Genesis. 22:1-14)
So it is God who gives the means of atonement. In Leviticus, among instructions for the religious life of the people, the Lord says, ". . . the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it for you upon the altar to make atonement for your souls" (Leviticus 17:11) The sins are ours, but it is God who gives the sacrificial lamb who takes them away. He is the perfect offering, Christ the lamb . . . without blemish." Saint Peter wrote, "You were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your fathers, with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot" (1st Peter 1:18-19). As someone has written, "The firstborn of all creation – the lamb of God without blemish – was offered once for all upon the Cross." He is the Lamb of God that taketh away the sin of the world.
There is another aspect to Christ as the Lamb of God which is emphasized in the Revelation of Saint John the Divine, His work as a conquering leader against the forces of evil. This aspect is seen in the symbol of the lamb with a halo and the banner of the Resurrection. In one of his visions of heaven, Saint John sees a book in "the right hand of him that sat on the throne;" no one was worthy to open it, which caused John to weep much. But one of the elders sitting around the throne told him that the Lion of the tribe of Judah was able to open the book. But then John sees "a Lamb as it had been slain, having seven horns and seven eyes," instead of a lion; and it is the Lamb who is worthy to open the book. "In Christ," someone has said, "meekness is combined with majesty; the sacrificial victim takes the place of the king of beasts, for it was through sacrifice that the divine victory was won." The seven horns stand for the completeness of His power, and the seven eyes for the completeness of His knowledge.
Heaven rings with the worship of the Lamb offered by the elders and the heavenly beasts around the throne: "Worthy art thou . . . for thou wast slain and by thy blood didst ransom men for God from every tribe and tongue and people and nation." Then the angels of heaven, "ten thousand, times ten thousand," says John, join in the chorus of praise; "Worthy is the Lamb who was slain to receive power, and riches, and wisdom, and strength, and honour, and glory, and blessing." And then he heard all creation joining in the praise of the Lamb. (Revelation 5:5-14)
"Behold the Lamb of God that taketh away the sin of the world." He takes it away, as we turn to Him in faith, by His perfect sacrifice of Himself once offered; and as the conquering Lamb, He leads His people to triumph over the forces of evil.
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