Sermon for Sunday, December 28, 2025

John 1:19-35

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all of our hearts be acceptable to you Oh Lord, our rock and our redeemer. Amen.

Here at Vasa Lutheran we follow an order of Scripture readings called the Narrative Lectionary. This lectionary lays out a plan that has us reading through one of the four gospels every year between Christmas and Easter. Over the last three years we have read Matthew, Mark, and Luke. These gospels are called the synoptic gospels because they are very similar. (presenting or taking the same or common view)

Each of the gospels was crafted for a specific audience. We think Mark was written first and may have been an oral presentation before it was written down. Matthew was written for a Jewish audience. Luke was written for an audience that contained Gentiles. It seems John was written to a group of Jewish believers in Jesus: people who appear to have been expelled from the synagogue, i.e. the gospel of John was written for a group of believers who were kicked out of their church for believing that Jesus was the Son of God. 

On December 14 we began reading the gospel of John and heard the first verses of chapter one. Today we continue. As you will discover, John is a very different gospel. John presents a unique telling of the story of Jesus. As we progress through today’s sermon you will hear me compare John the Baptizer’s portrayal in the synoptic gospels with his portrayal in the gospel of John. 

One way to note that the gospel of John is different is in the way that it portrays John the Baptizer. Matthew, Mark, and Luke, clearly label John as “the baptizer.” Their gospel narratives tell us that John baptized Jesus and describe in detail how it happened. The gospel of John doesn’t ever label John as the Baptizer. It simply calls him John. In the passage read today John tells us that he saw the spirit of God descend upon Jesus but doesn’t indicate that he participated in the baptism in any physical way. John is the witness. He saw the dove descend at Jesus’ baptism and from that moment his job was to tell everyone what he observed. 

In the gospel of Luke we are specifically told that John recognized Jesus while he was still in the womb. Today’s gospel reading has John say, “I myself did not know him.” Now, I’m not going to go through mental gymnastics to try and explain why there are these differences. All I can say to you is that the gospel of John has a story to tell and a point to make about Jesus and the author tells it in his own way. This gospel story has been accepted into the Bible: it’s a part of Christian canon. We can trust it as the inspired word of God. But it is different from the other three gospels. (Pause)

Christians regularly recognize the baptism of Jesus during the season of Epiphany. As a result, one of the questions that often comes up is “If Jesus is sin-free, why does he have to be baptized?” John’s gospel provides a convenient answer. John didn’t recognize Jesus as the Messiah until he saw the Spirit descending like a dove and remaining on him” when he was baptized. Since this gospel portrays John as a witness, when the Spirit descended on Jesus John now had the proof that he needed to confidently point at Jesus and call him the “Lamb of God.” John witnessed and affirmed the identity of Jesus. (Pause)

There’s another way that the gospel of John is unique and that is in its definition of sin. From the gospel writer’s point of view sin is not a moral failure like telling a lie or stealing a car or killing another human, i.e. breaking one of God’s commandments. Sin is separation from God. Think about the story of the garden of Eden: what happens when the humans eat fruit from the tree of knowledge; disobeying a specific directive from God? They are forced from the garden. Their punishment is living without the close and intimate relationship with the creator that they had been experiencing. They are forced into an exile of sorts that separates them from deep intimacy with God. 

The entire rest of the Bible is the story of humans attempting to restore that intimate relationship. And what is discovered is that human effort doesn’t work. What is needed is an action to be taken by God. Which is exactly why the incarnation takes place. God sends his son to the world to bring the humans back from exile; to restore that close and intimate relationship that existed in Eden.

When John points at Jesus and calls him “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” the Jewish audience of this gospel would have rejoiced. For that Jewish audience, Jesus removes the separation that exists between humans and God; a separation that has existed since the garden. 

But, you will say, why should we care about a 2000 year old Jewish audience? They are not us. We have our own problems. The point is that those early followers of Jesus were people just like us. They are not the only people hurting from their sense of separation from God….we often struggle in the same way. 

We need a bridge just as much as the early followers of Jesus did. Many are the people who feel isolated and separated from God. Many are the people who have a sense that God simply doesn’t care or isn’t active in today’s world. The incarnation/the birth of God’s son Jesus as a human here on earth is the bridge that crosses the chasm of our separation from God. When we believe in Jesus and call him God’s son, we are daring to believe in a God at work in our world taking away the sin of our world. That’s the remarkable thing that John the witness is proclaiming. Jesus is the Lamb of God who came to earth and is actively at work taking away the sin of the world—present tense. It’s happening right now folks. Jesus is at work already and still spanning the chasm that separates God from each of us.

Because God expressed God’s love for us by sending Jesus to live among us and experience all the difficulties and challenges that life can throw at us, we dare to believe in a God of love. As we continue to read this gospel we will learn not only that God sent Jesus but that God will send an advocate—the Holy Spirit to all who believe in his name—all who believe in Jesus as God’s son. God has sent God’s Holy spirit to reside within each of us. The separation of God from humanity no longer exists….the repair started with Jesus’ incarnation and continues today through the work of the Holy Spirit. 

Start the new year with this good news echoing within your heart, soul, and mind: Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Behold, Jesus who bridges the chasm that separates us from God. Amen.
