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John 1:29 - The next day he saw Jesus coming to him and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world!” 

John 1:35-36 - Again the next day John was standing with two of his disciples, and he looked at Jesus as 
He walked, and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God!”  

Purpose of a Lamb   

Usually, when we deal with Lamb imagery in the Old Testament, we review Jeremiah 11:18-20 and Isaiah 
53:7. In these passages, we see both an archetype of Jeremiah and the prophecy of Isaiah of the Suffering 
Servant. Is this what John had in mind in calling Jesus the Lamb of God?  

The first time we see a lamb is in Genesis 22:7-8. God told Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, and on the way to 
the sacrificial site, Isaac asks his father, “Where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” Abraham responds, 
“God, He will provide for Himself the lamb for the burnt offering.” God, in the end, provides a ram as a 
substitute for Isaac. 

The next significant understanding of a lamb is in Exodus 12:3-5 where the Passover is initiated. A lamb is 
used to substitute for the death of the firstborn during the plagues against Egypt. In both remembrance and 
ordinance of the Passover, the firstborn male from every womb is either sacrificed or it is redeemed with a 
lamb (Exodus 13:11-13, 34:19-20). 

In Leviticus 4-5, we see the prescription for the atonement of sin is to sacrifice a bull or a lamb. Throughout 
the book of Leviticus, various cleansings or sin offerings are performed with various animals including a 
lamb. 

The Law of the Nazarite includes a sacrifice of a lamb (Numbers 6). To initially sanctify the leaders of 
Israel after anointing the tabernacle, twelve lambs are sacrificed, one each day for twelve days. This is to 
cleanse the people so they can be presented to God without the stain of sin (Numbers 7). 

In the TORAH, it is clear that a lamb is used perpetually as an atonement for sin to appease God’s justice, to 
cleanse a person after violating the purity laws, and to purify leaders and servants of God to be presentable 
before God. 

In the Hebrew Scriptures, the image of a lamb would automatically bring them to the sacrificial lamb. The 
Isaiah 53 reference might be in the purview of John and the Israelites in that the suffering servant would be 
a Savior who takes on the iniquity of us all (Isaiah 53:4-12).   

Identification of the Lamb  

In John 1, the narrative begins with the testimony of John the Baptizer. The Pharisees sent priests to John to 
ask some questions. The first is, “Who are you?” Then after that response, they ask John, “Why do you 
baptize?” John’s response sets up the identification of the Lamb of God. 

In verses 26-27, John explains that his baptism is not the point; the point is that there is someone who 
follows his ministry, one that is not yet known to the people (or even to John). John says he is unworthy to 
untie his sandal. 

In verses 29-36, John explains to those following him that Jesus is the Lamb of God. John testifies that this 
was not something that man revealed and that even he didn’t know that Jesus is the Lamb of God, rather 
God sent a sign of the Holy Spirit so that John would recognize the Lamb of God.  
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Behold the Lamb of God  

What does the statement “Behold, the Lamb of God” mean to the people to whom John spoke? What about 
the audience that would first read this? To answer these questions, we re-examine the statements of John the 
Baptizer.   

1. The identification of John – John 1:23 – John quotes from Isaiah 40:1-8 - A calling out and the voice 
in the wilderness are done for preparation: 

a. A pathway for the Lord 
b. What God wants everyone to see will be clearly seen 
c. The glory of the Lord will be revealed 
d. The Word of our God stands forever   

2. John is not worthy to touch the feet of the Lamb of God – As a prophet of God and one who is 
foretold by the prophet Isaiah, this statement would be curious to the Jews. What manner of person 
would this man be? The language is interesting in verse 27 – instead of “ἀνάξιος anaxios” 
(unworthy) it is “οὐκ εἰμὶ ἄξιος” (I am not worthy). 

a. Matthew 3:11-15 
b. Mark 1:6-8 
c. Luke 3:15-18 
d. All texts a very consistent, John emphasizes Jesus over himself and speaks in a way that 

would place Jesus as a deity. 
3. Verse 30 - Who is a higher rank than I, for He existed before me 

a. The word for existed is “ἦν” This is “eimi” in the Imperfect Indicative. This is the same as in 
John 1:1. This does not mean to have existed in the past and no longer but to exist in the past 
in a perpetual state. John is saying, “Before I came into being, He always existed.” 

4. Verse 29 - Who takes away the sins of the world 
a. ὁ αἴρων τὴν ἁμαρτίαν τοῦ κόσμου – Literal translation “the one who removes the sin of the 

world.” 
b. The word sin is in the singular – this is understood as the sin that is inherited from Adam and 

places us at enmity with God. 
c. The word remove is very common (remove, take away). This word is only used three times in 

reference to sin (1 John 3:5; Colossians 2:13-14). 
d. Of the world – this in contrast to what the Jews understood as a Savior of Israel (Matthew 

1:21; Luke 2:11) 

Conclusion 

The Lamb imagery and the statements from John tell us that the Lamb of God has the primary purpose of 
sin atonement. The complexity of this statement pointing to the multi-purpose mission of the Lamb of God 
is worthy of our praise and admiration.  

  


