John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, January 16, 2011 – Epiphany II
Text: John 1:29-41 – “The Lamb of God”

In this morning’s Gospel lesson, John the Baptist describes Jesus as “the Lamb of God.”  Now for us in the 21st century, these might seem rather strange words.  But for a first century Jew, they wouldn’t have seemed strange or foreign at all!

So what would the expression “Lamb of God” have meant for this audience – for these Jews in the first century near east?  Most likely, they would have had the image of the “Passover Lamb” come to mind.  If we recall, the Passover was an annual celebration, a feast, when Jews remembered how God had delivered them from the bondage of slavery in Egypt.

Many of us remember the TV series, “Touched by an Angel.”  And the actor, John Dye, who played Andrew, the Angel of Death, recently died.
If we guys had our choice, though, we’d have preferred an encounter with the angel played by Roma Downey!

The Angel of Death – the real Angel of Death - “passed over” all of the Jewish households where the blood of a lamb had been sprinkled on the door posts.  Those who’d been obedient to God’s instructions were spared the consequences of this 10th plague.  But those who hadn’t been – specifically the Egyptians – lost their firstborn that night to this Angel of Death.
This was the 10th and final plague, after which Pharaoh finally relented, and allowed the Jews to leave.  And God commanded the Jews to celebrate this event each year with a festival known as the “Feast of Passover.”  During this feast, each household was to sacrifice a lamb without blemish – known as the “Passover Lamb.”

So when John refers to Jesus as the “Lamb of God” here, it brings to mind several things:

First, a lamb without blemish/defect – spotless, perfect; and in the case of Jesus, sinless – with no transgressions of his own to atone for.  Second, this “lamb” of which John speaks offers protection.  Just as the blood of the lamb had protected the people from the Angel of Death – so Jesus, as the Lamb of God, offers us protection from the consequences of our sin.  “The wages of sin is death – but the gift of God is eternal life.” (Romans 6:23)  Finally, just as the Passover Lamb was innocent of any wrongdoing, dying in place of the firstborn – so Jesus, “the Lamb of God,” died in our place – himself innocent and sinless – but paying the penalty for our sins.

Of course the difference here is that the Passover Lamb had to be sacrificed each year, whereas Jesus, “the Lamb of God,” was sacrificed once and for all, as payment of the penalty for our sins, and the sins of the world.  And no further sacrifice is ever needed!
So what does this mean for us today – this “Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world?”  There are those today who would do their best to try and convince us that the idea of a “blood sacrifice” is archaic and barbaric.  And that a truly loving and compassionate God would never require such a thing!  That this sort of theology and belief is merely a carryover from a much more primitive, and certainly a less enlightened time!

I remember a number of years ago Terry and I attended an event celebrating the publication of a friend’s book.  We were invited because this guy had quoted me in his book – probably about 2 sentences!  It was on a Sunday after Church, and I had my collar on.  We were enjoying refreshments and visiting with various folks at the event.  And I recall one lady I spoke with who made it clear to me that she could never embrace faith in a God who would allow His Son to suffer a bloody, sacrificial death – or that she could never be a part of a faith group that taught the necessity of such a barbaric act!!

However, the Bible tells us that “without the shedding of blood, there is no remission of sins!” (Hebrews 9:22)  And that the “wisdom of the cross is folly/foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” (1 Corinthians 1:18)
The “Lamb of God who takes away our sins, and the sins of the world” is what the “Good News” is all about!  Amen?!  It’s because of the cross of Christ, the blood he shed on that cross, and the death he suffered for you and me that we’re sitting here today!!  It’s because of the “Lamb of God” that you and I don’t have to worry about where we’ll be spending eternity!!  And it’s because of the “Lamb of God” that each and every one of us has something to share, and a story to tell!!

Which brings us to the next key point in today’s lesson.  Andrew was one of the two disciples of John who left him to follow Jesus that day.  And he was also the one who then went and told his brother, Peter, “We have found the Messiah!”  You see, once the Holy Spirit revealed to Andrew who Jesus was – he just couldn’t keep this “Good News” to himself!  He had to tell somebody!

I’m reminded here of that old Don Francisco song, “I’ve Gotta Tell Somebody!”  “I’ve gotta tell somebody, I’ve gotta tell somebody – what Jesus did for me!”  In other words – this news is so good – I just can’t keep it to myself!  The one I’ve met has made such a difference in my life that I just want everybody to have the same chance I’ve had to meet him!!

Because, you see, you and I – just like Andrew – we, too, have found the Messiah!!
Last weekend, I attended a conference on Church growth, called “Sure Foundations.”  And among the topics we discussed was “relationship evangelism.”  Reminds me of the Cursillo/Anglican 4th Day slogan – “Make a friend, be a friend, bring a friend to Christ.”  That’s what relationship evangelism is all about!!

We can build a magnificent building in the best part of town.  We can have the latest and best in furnishings and sound equipment.  We can offer the best programs anywhere, and Fr. Bruce and I can preach powerful and challenging sermons.  But if each and every one of us doesn’t live into the model of evangelism we see in Andrew in our lesson today – we’ll never have the impact on building God’s Kingdom that will truly make a difference! (Repeat)
We live in a time that’s a whole lot different from the time many of us grew up.  In the 40’s, 50’s and 60’s, people came to churches and churches grew because going to church and being involved in a local congregation was what people did.  It was considered the “right thing” to do!  But today is different - probably in part because, during the late-60’s, people began to question established institutions and values, including the Church!  No longer did young people follow the pattern and lifestyle of the previous generation - just because they had been brought up that it was the “right thing to do!”

And then, with the advent of the “post-Christian” era, in which we live now – many people began to dismiss the idea that there was such a thing as “absolute truth.”  That what was “truth” for one person, might not necessarily be “truth” for another.  And along with this came the concept of “moral relativism.”  The idea that morality itself is not an absolute, but that it depends on the individual person and his or her circumstances.  And then, last but not least, we live in a society & culture that is very much attuned to religious “pluralism!”  And it’s no longer considered appropriate to “invade another person’s privacy” with the message of the Gospel!!
So you see - you and I, as 21st century believers and followers of Jesus Christ, are up against a whole different culture and mindset, when we set out to reach those around us with the message of the Gospel!

We don’t want to change or water down the message of the Gospel, or in any way compromise and discount the truth of God’s Word!  But, at the same time, we need to concentrate our efforts in ways that – in our day and time – will have the best chance of making a connection with those who are not yet connected, welcoming them, and incorporating them into our communities of faith, and then introducing them to Jesus Christ!

Don’t worry that you haven’t gotten someone to say the “sinners’ prayer” before you invite them to Church – or to Folk Mass, or to Ladies’ or Men’s Night Out!  Bring ‘em in, and then let the Holy Spirit do the rest!
When Andrew and his friend asked Jesus where he was staying, he responded, “Come and see!”  And after you and I have been intentional about entering into a relationship with an unchurched friend, and we’ve had a chance to tell him or her the story about the difference Christ has made in our lives – we, too, need to invite them to “come and see!”  Come and see the place where I’ve found a home and a family … come and see the place where I’m accepted the way I am, and where folks love me anyway!  And a place where they, too, can “plug in” - to the source that will give them peace, a sense of purpose and meaning … an understanding of who they are, whose they are, and where they’re headed!!
“Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world!”  Celebrate Christ’s presence in your life, and live in the joy & peace he brings you! But remember, like the Apostle Andrew … Once you yourself have received the “Good News” - go and share the “Good News” with others!!  Amen!
