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 When Jesus is revealed as the Messiah at the time of his baptism, John 
presents him as “Lamb of God,” not “Son of David” or some other title of a great 
king.  He is a king, but the prophet recognized that the deeper purpose of his 
mission from heaven was the salvation of sinners.  He came to sacrifice himself.  
This description of Jesus, which comes from the mouth of John the Baptist, is so 
important for the Church it is repeated in every Mass, during the Litany of the 
Lamb of God before Holy Communion.   

 We are no longer familiar with the animal sacrifices of the Old Testament, 
which came to an end following the sacrifice of the Messiah.  But in John’s day all 
the people knew what was involved.  An appropriate (clean) animal is brought to 
the temple in Jerusalem and handed over to the Levites who slaughter and dress the 
animal by draining the blood from the flesh, and removing the innards.  Its life is 
then offered to God by pouring the blood against the altar, while the flesh is burned 
(cooked) on the altar which has a perpetual fire.  Afterward, the sacrifice is 
completed when the flesh is distributed and partaken by the people. 

 The Law of Moses specified many kinds of offering (Lv 1-7), but one of the 
most important was the “sin offering” (Lv 4).  In order to be reconciled following a 
serious sin, one had to make pilgrimage to Jerusalem and offer the appropriate 
animal in atonement.  Once a year, a special sin offering was made to atone for the 
sins of the entire nation.  This is the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur), when the 
high priest himself offers the sacrifice, and enters the Holy of Holies with the 
blood of the animal sacrifice.  During this sacrifice there is also a ritual where the 
high priest confesses all the sins of the people over one of the goats, which then 
carries those sins into the wilderness (“Scapegoat”).   

 The sacrificed animal, then, suffers the consequence of someone’s sin, “pays 
the price.”  Nevertheless, in all the offerings of the Law of Moses, it was 
understood that it is not the animal itself whose blood forgives sins, but rather God 
alone, who seeing and accepting the sacrifice offered in devotion, grants pardon in 
His Mercy.  God alone forgives, whereas the sacrifice of the animal is symbolic.   

 But with Jesus, John is proclaiming that his sacrifice will not be symbolic, 
but effective.  And effective not only for the sins of the nation but for the sins of 
the whole world.  The Messiah will be the true lamb, the lamb that all the animal 
sacrifices prefigure and symbolize.  He will be the “Lamb of God,” which God 
Himself provides (cf. Gn 22:7-8).   
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 Thus the Messiah’s mission was not exactly what people anticipated.  They 
were looking for a great military leader and liberator like king David or Judas 
Maccabeaus.  Instead, the prophet understands that he is to be a suffering servant, a 
“lamb led to the slaughter,” by whose stripes we will be healed.   

 It is for this reason that Jesus seeks the baptism of repentance which John is 
preaching.  He does not need that baptism due to any personal sin, of which there 
is none.  But Jesus does have sin, the “sin of the world,” placed upon him.  Jesus 
comes from heaven to identify will fallen man, and take upon himself the full 
consequence of man’s sin.  Therefore he submits himself to John’s baptism just 
like all the people.  His mission begins with the assumption of sin, and his mission 
will end with the expiation and atonement of sin.  He is its sacrifice.   

 When Jesus is revealed today to the world in his Church, and presented as 
the Messiah, it is still in the way that John the Baptist proclaimed: not as a great 
earthly king but as a sacrifice.  Jesus doesn’t arrive among his people at Mass by 
coming down the main aisle in grand procession (that only happened/happens 
once, on Palm Sunday).  Instead, he arrives upon the altar, in the form of sacrifice.   

 At the Last Supper Jesus was very specific when instituting the Eucharist of 
his presence, that bread will be changed into his flesh, and be upon the altar 
separated from the wine which is changed into his blood.  He was specific in the 
language he used at the Last Supper, that this Eucharist was indeed his sacrifice: 
this is his flesh which is given for us, this is his blood which is poured out for the 
forgiveness of sin.   

 When therefore the priest, following in the prophetic office of John the 
Baptist, proclaims, presents, and reveals the Messiah to his people today, it is in 
exactly the same terms: “Behold the Lamb of God, behold him who takes away the 
sins of the world.  Blessed are those called to the supper of the Lamb.”   

 Recognizing Jesus as the Lamb of God will help us to be more appreciative 
of the love he shows in sacrificing himself for us.  It will also help us recognize the 
gravity of our sinfulness, and motivate us to avoid sin.  Furthermore, it will 
motivate us to join him in the work of atoning for sins, our own and even those of 
others.  Only God can forgive and atone for man’s sins, which Jesus accomplished 
on the Cross.  But through Baptism each disciple is given the opportunity to share 
in this saving of work of the Messiah, the redemption of the world.  By practicing 
forgiveness, by accepting and offering sufferings, and by enduring evil, we share 
with the Messiah in his sacrifice to undo the curse of sin.  Not by our power, but by 
the indulging grace of Christ with whom we are united.  And above all, in the 
Eucharist we are able to partake of fruits of this sacrifice by which we are truly, 
and not merely symbolically, freed from sin and saved.   


