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Grace to you, and peace, from God our Father, and 
from our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. The 
statement John the Baptist made when He saw Jesus 
standing by the River Jordan just prior His Baptism – 
“Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of 
the world” – is, I suspect, one of the most well-
known verses of Holy Scripture. Indeed it’s quoted 
no less than five times in our Lutheran Confessions, 
it’s the basis of six or more hymns from our Hymnal, 
it was the inspiration for Bach’s “Mass in B Minor,” 
and of course, it holds a place of honor at the Sacra-
ment of the Altar, where we sing it prior to receiving 
the Holy Supper. 

For centuries the Church has triumphantly pro-
cessed into worship beneath the banner of the Agnus 
Dei, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world. Sometimes this Lamb is depicted as having 
been wounded, with blood flowing forth from His 
side into a chalice – as it is on this morning’s bulletin 
cover – and other times it’s depicted as a victorious 
Lamb, bearing proudly in one of His legs the flag of 
Christendom. Therefore it’s with sober realization of 
the enormity of this subject that we will endeavor to 
deal with and examine, these words: “Behold, the 
Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” 

These are beautiful words to a Christian’s ears. 
But underneath these words lies one of the most terri-
ble truths of all time – a truth so terrible there’s no 
way to sugarcoat it – namely, that this world is a hor-
ribly wretched place so filled with sin and corruption 
that it necessitated God sending His Only-Begotten 
Son to suffer and die to save us. Some have tried un-
successfully to assert that it’s God who made our 
world this way. But the reality is that the world is this 
way because of the sin of our first parents – and be-
cause we are also filled with sin. Though God’s Law 
may be written on our hearts and engraved in our 
minds, the sad fact is that with barely a scant effort 
we’re easily able to deny sin’s existence as we revel 
in it. 

Many of you have probably heard about the 
preacher from Kansas who a few years ago, when 
asked to lead the opening invocation of the State Sen-

ate, prayed a prayer that instead blasted all who were 
there with a scathing rebuke. When he was first asked 
to lead this prayer everyone fully expected him to 
pray with the same old politically-correct generalities 
usually voiced on such occasions – that is, with no 
specific references to the Triune God or His Son, our 
Savior. What they got, however, was a no-holds-
barred assessment of our sin-steeped world and na-
tion. He prayed: “Heavenly Father, we come before 
You today to ask Your forgiveness, and to seek Your 
direction and guidance. We confess that we’ve ridi-
culed the truth of Your Word and called it pluralism – 
worshiped other gods and called it multi-culturalism 
– endorsed perversion and called it an alternative life-
style – exploited the poor and called it the lottery – 
neglected the needy and called it self-preservation – 
rewarded laziness and called it welfare – killed the 
unborn and called it choice – neglected to discipline 
our children in the name of self-esteem – and abused 
our power and called it political savvy.” 

Though this man spoke no Gospel and placed no 
emphasis on the work of Jesus as the only way to be 
saved from such vile behavior, his words, to be sure, 
were straight forward and to the point. This world is a 
wretched place filled with sinful people who, apart 
from Christ, have separated and alienated themselves 
from God – who are literally engaged in a full-scale 
war against our Creator, whose only desire is to save 
us. The sin of this world and her people is so great 
that if you think you can stand before God on Judg-
ment Day based on your own merits, you might as 
well abandon all hope. That’s why we need to con-
sider once again the words of St. John, who reminds 
us here that the Lamb of God has come to take away 
the sin of the world. 

But how can you know for sure He’s come to take 
away your sin? Theologians have been arguing about 
this for centuries. Some assert that He’s taken away 
only the sins of the “elect” –those He knew would 
one day “make a decision” to follow His Son. Others 
err in the opposite direction opining that since Jesus 
died for all, there’s no need for faith, the Church, or 
any pursuit of the Divine. However, because God’s 



Law is written indelibly on our hearts, it’s impossible 
to deny the existence of sin. But the problem with the 
natural knowledge of God – a knowledge we all have 
– is that while it tells us that there is a God, it offers 
no solution for the problem and the curse of sin. 

We know in our heart of hearts that we deserve 
nothing but God’s wrath and hot displeasure – as dai-
ly our consciences, spurred on by Satan, continue to 
accuse us. But what does John teach us here in this 
text? He says: “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes 
away the sin of the world.” Are you, dear Christian, 
not a resident of this world? And if you’re a resident 
of this world, surely God hasn’t left you bereft of His 
promise! That’s the assurance He wants you to have 
every time you remember your Baptism – when you 
hear the Word and receive in your own mouth 
Christ’s very body and blood, given and shed for us 
sinners to eat and to drink. Through these simple, or-
dinary means – words of absolution spoken by a mere 
man called to be a pastor, through words connected 
with water and poured out over you in Holy Baptism, 
and through the Word made flesh placed into your 
mouth in Holy Communion – God the Holy Spirit is 
pointing you over and over again to the Lamb of God 
who takes away your sin. 

Now in Jesus’ day people undoubtedly had a 
clearer understanding of the significance of the sacri-
fice of lambs. But consider the account of Abraham 
and Isaac as they journeyed to Mount Moriah, where 
Abraham had been instructed by God to take his son 
– his only son – and there offer him as a sacrifice. 
Can you imagine what Abraham must have been 
thinking as he walked to the place where he knew his 
son was to die – and that he would be the one to kill 
him? Yet, Abraham did as God commanded knowing 
that He would never ask him to do anything harmful 
– believing that even if the life of his son was re-
quired, God would raise Him from the dead. How 
relieved he must have been, as in mid-air God 
stopped his hand still clutching the knife-ready-for-
sacrifice. What joy he must have felt when he saw off 
to the side how the Lord had already provided a sub-
stitute for his son in the thicket, where a ram had 
been caught by its horns. 

Throughout the Old Testament, priests were called 
upon to sacrifice lambs and other animals – not solely 
so that people could have their sins forgiven, but 
most especially as a sign of that great Sacrifice which 
would one day to come in the Person of God’s Son. 
Israel understood that sin cannot be removed without 
the shedding of innocent blood – and that ultimately, 
one day, the Seed of the woman would come so that 
through His own sacrifice for sin He might crush the 
head of our old evil foe forever. That’s why Abraham 
was overjoyed to see the ram in the thicket whom 
God provided as the substitute for his son – and why 
John was filled with joy when he beheld with his own 
eyes standing on the banks of the Jordan River the 
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world – 
our only Savior, Jesus Christ. 

Like a Lamb led to slaughter, Jesus came into our 
world. As our Substitute He stepped forward to bear 
our griefs, carry our sorrows, be pierced through for 
our transgressions, and crushed for our iniquities. The 
chastening of God for our sin fell fully upon His 
shoulders so that by His stripes we might healed. And 
so, in Jesus, you and I – like John – have also been 
privileged to “behold, the Lamb of God.” We know 
the test of Abraham will never fall upon us, because 
now there is no more sacrifice necessary for sin other 
than the Sacrifice of Jesus – who from the cross cried 
out: “It is finished!” Now, the sin of the world has 
been taken away – your sin and mine. God’s Son has 
accomplished it – and the Holy Spirit has made it 
known in the ministry of the Church and the procla-
mation of God’s Word. 

The work of God’s Holy Spirit has only one pur-
pose – to bring lost sinners to a knowledge of their 
sin, and point them to Jesus as the Cure. Through the 
ministry of the Church the world is to clearly see this 
One who has been sent as a “Light to lighten the gen-
tiles and the glory if His people Israel.” And as this 
happens, the Holy Spirit does His greatest work – en-
abling you, me, and all sinners, to “Behold, the Lamb 
of God who takes away the sin of the world” – to 
know that in Him we have that peace of God, which 
passes all understanding – and to be sustained in that 
one true faith in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting. 
May it always be so for His sake. Amen. 

 


