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Jesus: Shepherd, Lamb, Goat
John 1:29-42

The way the Gospel of Mark tells it, it’s almost a mystery story. Who is this Jesus? Is he a prophet, a

teacher, a healer, a combination of these? Even the disciples do not know, until finally, in the 8th

Chapter,  Peter is able to say, “You are the Christ,” yes, the Christ, the one chosen especially by God.

And then, and only then, does Jesus foretell his death and his resurrection. 

The Gospel of John tells the story in a different way. Right from the beginning, we know who Jesus is.

John the Baptist, who has come as a witness to the light, to Jesus Christ, right from the beginning John

proclaims who Jesus is and the center of Jesus’ ministry: Look, here is the Lamb of God. And in fact,

we might even more: in the Gospel of John, Jesus is Shepherd, Lamb, Goat. Let’s look at these images.

The Lamb of God. That’s who Jesus is. And John goes further: John has witnessed the Spirit, like a

dove, descending upon Jesus This Jesus is the son of God. Jesus is the one who will baptize with the

holy spirit, and by implication, this gift of the spirit is for us to know Jesus’ core identity: This unique

Son of God is defined as the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world. 

Now, at this point, I am tempted to develop the relationship between dove and spirit. Do you think it

might have something to do  with that dove that Noah sent out at the end of the flood?  The dove

returns, olive branch in its beak. Well, what does that mean? It means that God’s final word to

humanity is never punishment, but grace,  that God has determined for there to be peace and

reconciliation between him and humanity; there is now dry land, upon which the olive tree grows. .

. the waters of punishment recede, the world will continue, humanity will continue. And so there is

something about the Spirit that tells us God’s watchcare over the world and our lives. But as important

as this is, I want to center on this notion of Jesus as the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the

world. 

Oh, but let’s hold off on that for a few more minutes. Because most of us are most comfortable with

the notion of Jesus as the Good Shepherd,  That’s what he in fact calls himself. And what a powerful

image it is: the Gospel of John tells us the Good Shepherd loves us, knows us by name, calls us by name.

The Good Shepherd protects us from wild beasts and devastating storms, literal and symbolic. As the
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hymn says, “Savior, like a shepherd lead us, much we need thy tender care. In thy pleasant pastures feed

us, for our use thy folds prepare.”  Jesus the Good Shepherd is a peaceful image, a comforting image,

a quiet image. A soft and gentle image. 

This image of Good Shepherd evokes the image of another hymn: “Jesus is all the world to me, my life,

my joy, my all. .. When I am sad to him I go, no other one can cheer me so. When I am sad, he makes

my glad, he’s my friend.”

Well true enough, all this. But Johnmbegins with a darker image, a disquieting image, a violent image:

Jesus is the lamb of God. Jesus my friend, Jesus the Good Shepherd, I can carry around with me and call on

him as needed, but Lamb of God takes us down dark alleyways, to the notion of sin.

Let me explain. Both the Jewish faith and the Christian faith believe that the power of sin is so great we

cannot overcome it by ourselves. It takes the power of God to remake us. The Jewish people

symbolized this through a notion of sacrifice of animals. For Christians, the sacrifice is that of Jesus. 

And believe it or not, John actually calls Jesus both a lamb and goat. Both have to do with taking away

our sin. In his crucifixion, Jesus will be described as the Passover Lamb, sacrificed for us. But something

we lose in the English translation is that in Hebrew, the word “scapegoat” and “takes away the sin” are

exactly the same. So what we translate as “takes away the sin” could just as well be “scapegoat.” 

Here’s what the Jewish people did: on the day of Atonement, the day when sins are confessed and taken

away in the Jewish faith, at a ceremony, the people would confess their sins, then blindfold a goat with

a red scarf. The goat was then set on its way out of town. Early on, sometimes the goat would wander

back into town, which had the horrible symbolism that God has NOT forgotten our sins, that we are

still ensnared by sin.  

So, what they did  in this area in which John the Baptist calls Jesus Lamb of God and Scapegoat, down

near the Jordan Valley,  was to take the goat and send him on his way towards a cliff. The goat,

blindfolded would fall down the cliff, never to return. The goat carries the sin of the community away,

and dies a vilolent death that the community might be forgiven of its sins. 
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John is saying this: here is the core identity of Jesus: he is the one who takes away our sins. He uses both

images, Lamb of God and Scapegoat to emphasize this point. Jesus  the one who dies a violent death as

sign and symbol that God forgives our sins, forgets our sins, and allows us to begin again in a new

relationship.  

Well so what? This has been so far a rather dry history lesson on Jewish faith and practice. Let me see

if I can now apply it to your life and to mine. 

To call Jesus sacrificial lamb and scapegoat is again to take seriously our sin. God loves us, but we do

not measure up to God’s expectations. We cannot be the people we are called to be unless we are

humble enough to admit our sin, and humble enough to realize we don’t have the strength to rise above

it. . . It is only in honest relationship to God that we can do this. Jesus loves us. We need to realize he

loves us enough to do what we are unable to do by ourselves: to lift us to a new relationship with God.

But first we have to take seriously the fact that we are sinners. But sometimes we modern Christians

forget this.  When it comes to ourselves, it is as if we no longer believe in sin. When someone does

something wrong, whether it be shooting someone else or being unfaithful or cheating on income tax,

we always find an excuse. 

It’s a fine line. Jesus loves everybody. Jesus accepts everybody. But Jesus does not accept every and all

behavior, simply because we feel like doing it. We think faith in Jesus gives us permission to stay just

the way we are. For example,  we tell ourselves it is OK to hold racist attitudes. We say there is

nothing wrong with demonizing those who hold positions different from ours. We find an excuse to

be distant with our children because after all that’s how we were raised. When we sell our car we

sometimes exaggerate its qualities and hide its defects. 

Why just last week I received a reimbursement from our Conference for some expenses. I thought I

remembered that maybe I had already received such a check, that this was a duplicate, but I wasn’t

really sure.  But then I thought, well, no need to check, their records are better than mine. . . just go

ahead and cash it and if they find out that it is a duplicate, well then I will refund the money... That’s

sin. I should have decided to check on this immediately, but instead. . . I hesitated. 
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Now, I did actually decide to send an email to the Conference treasurer, and she thanked me for my

honesty. It was a duplicate. But why did I have to wrestle so long with what to do? Temptation, that’s

why. 

Well, I could go on and on. When Christian people stretch moral limits, then we mock and trivialize

the sacrifice of Jesus. Jesus died because there is such a thing as sin and Jesus died to take away our sin,

not to let us rejoice in them or find an excuse to wallow in them. 

But we Christians have still another problem with sin. Many Christians today have become obsessed

with condemning the sins of others. We begin to think our Christian calling is not to share the love of

Christ, but our disdain for the sins of others.  If we are not careful, we become brittle and mean-

spirited. God loves sinners, but sometimes we do not. . . 

And of all things, then this itself becomes a sin. When Methodism’s spiritual father John Wesley

preached in his early days, he was magnificent in condemning sin. And no lives were changed. When

he decided to preach God’s love and the joys of a holy, righteous life, then even folks who long since

had been written off as sinners, began to listen, and change. We Christians are called to stand against

sin. But the healing of sin comes through inviting others to a relationship with Jesus Christ, not through

our self-righteous holy hating of sin and sinner alike. 

It’s not just the sins of others that offends God and destroys human community. It is our sins as well.

That Jesus died for our sins is at once a heartbreaking indictment of us, but then at the same time, a

wondrous, life-giving affirmation of the depth of Jesus’ love for us. 

[The following in italics was not preached during the service, but is included only on this web version]

Now let me make a final observation. Many people today seem disappointed in Jesus. He hasn't come through for

us, we feel. Maybe it is sick folks who do not get healed, folks facing financial challenge who do not miraculously

have a check show up in their mailbox (even as one TV evangelist after another talks about such things.) Or, if an

athlete prays to Jesus for victory in the big game, it could well be that God would allow that athlete to lose, lest the

athlete think that's what Jesus is for.

Susan told me of a Facebook posting she saw from a young couple. They praised  God because they were able to buy
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a foreclosed upon house at a reduced price. Is that why Jesus came to earth? For our economic well-being at the cost

of another's misfortune? 

We would do well to take to heart our Scripture passage from today: Jesus' core purpose is to help us rise above sin

and begin again in a new relationship with him; his purpose is not to make our life easier, more comfortable, or more

financially secure.

Well, I've gone on too long. Let me finish, one more paragraph. 

May this gospel passage refocus our thinking. This passage says: the core of Jesus’ ministry, the center

of it all, is that he takes away our sin. The Gospel of John shows Jesus as the Good Shepherd who loves

us very much. John uses both image of Sacrificial Lamb and Scapegoat to tell us that  loves us so much,

he dies that we might live, taking upon himself our sins and carrying them away. And in so doing, opens

up to us the opportunity to begin again, to grow in grace and mercy, to become less-self centered and

more God- and community-centered. When our sins are taken away, then the last barrier that separates

us from eternal life comes crashing down. And it makes we wonder. Why would we expect anything

more from Jesus? Why would we want anything more? Amen. 
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