
Second Sunday of Epiphany 
Sunday 19 January 2020 
 
Introduction and Call to Worship 
As we share Christ’s baptism, so we share his life of service. May our worship today 
fill us with God’s Spirit and send us out to be the Gospel at work in the world. 
 
Invitation to Confession 
We pray to our Lord, Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world, contritely bringing before him our wrongdoings, which cause hurt to others, 
harm creation and mar his image that dwells within us. 
 
For all the times we have let others down. 
Lord, have mercy. 
 
Whenever we have allowed pride to rule our hearts. 
Christ, have mercy. 
 
For every one of our thoughts or actions that brought Christ to the cross. 
Lord, have mercy. 
 
Today’s Readings 

First Reading Isaiah 49:1-7 
The work of God’s servant is ignited by God’s vision, which is not simply to restore 
Israel but to bring all nations into God’s light. 
 
Second Reading 1 Corinthians 1:1-9 
Paul calls the Corinthian Christians to holiness and reminds them it is only 
achievable through the grace of God in Christ. 
 
Gospel John 1:29-42 
John the Baptist sees the newly baptised Jesus fulfilling Isaiah’s servant vision as, 
by calling his first disciples, Jesus begins to draw Israel back to God. 
 
HOMILY 
 “He saw Jesus coming toward him and declared, ‘Here is the Lamb of God who 
takes away the sin of the world!’” (John 1:29) 
 
Illustration 
Here is a tale of two lambs. Francisco de Zurbarán’s 1630s painting Agnus Dei is 
stark in its simplicity, depicting a bound lamb resting on a stone table, staring with 
mute resignation out towards the left-hand side of the canvas. In contrast, at the 
centre of the large and elaborate fifteenth-century Ghent altarpiece by Hubert and 
Jan van Eyck is a much bolder lamb. Standing on an altar, its breast pierced and 
pouring blood directly into a chalice, this lamb looks straight out at the viewer. 
Cleaning in 2012 revealed that its original face was a hybrid between sheep and 
human, making its stare distinctly anthropomorphic and unsettling. The van Eycks’ 
mystical lamb stands in triumph, in gloriously jewelled light, surrounded by adoring 
saints, angels and martyrs. Zurbarán’s, by contrast, waits patiently, alone, in the 
dark, without struggle, for an inevitable fate. Both images illustrate John the Baptist’s 



declaration that Christ is the Lamb who takes away the sins of the world, but which 
one resonates most with you, or your community’s view of the Saviour? 
 
Gospel Teaching 
We are in that strange time of the liturgical year when our Gospel readings seem to 
be out of kilter. Jesus has only just been born, we haven’t reached his ritual 
Presentation in the Temple, which closes the Christmas/Epiphanytide season, and 
yet simultaneously we are recalling his baptism, his entry into ministry, while today 
we are already anticipating his sacrifice on the cross. 
 
Twice within eight verses John the evangelist has John the Baptist declare Jesus to 
be the Lamb of God. Our lectionary, by pairing this text with the reading from Isaiah, 
explicitly links this lamb with God’s suffering servant in Isaiah, although this isn’t the 
only image it recalls. It may also allude to the unblemished Passover lamb, which 
John refers to again at the crucifixion (19:33) by connecting Jesus’ unbroken legs 
with unbroken bones of the Passover meal (Exodus 12:46). Other possibilities are 
the lamb sacrificed morning and evening in the Temple (as in Zurbarán’s painting), 
or the lamb of Jewish apocalyptic literature (the precursor of Revelation, which 
inspired the Ghent altarpiece).  
 
The evangelist may well be invoking all of these images and more, while not 
explicitly explaining how Jesus takes away the sin of the world. Note that we have 
“sin” not “sins” – a collective action rather than individual transgressions – since we 
are all implicated and Christ has come for the whole world, not simply for humanity 
or even one favoured people, once again recalling our Isaiah reading. 
 
Some lectionaries conclude today’s Gospel reading at verse 34. Ours continues 
further, with the Baptist modelling servant behaviour, understanding that his role as 
forerunner is complete, pointing the way to Jesus and even handing over his own 
disciples to the newcomer he has recently baptised. As one of these new followers of 
Jesus introduces his own brother to the Messiah, so the pool of those brought into 
Christ’s light begins to widen. 
 
Application 
Zurbarán’s canvas is of modest proportions, but the image of the bright white, 
passive lamb shines out against the dark background. Whether hung in church or 
home its direct simplicity is very striking, its message about the cost of servanthood 
and sacrifice powerfully rendered. 
 
The Ghent altarpiece, in its very different context, dazzles with luxuriant complexity 
and a multiplicity of meanings. As a triptych, installed behind an altar, it is positioned 
so that, on raising the chalice during the Prayer of Thanksgiving, the priest looks 
straight into the eyes of the lamb, a private moment making tangible links between 
the Passover, our sin and the sacrifice of Christ. 
 
Both lambs look outwards – to the world, to us – but each offers us a different 
perspective on Jesus, different ways to engage with him, imitate him. Throughout the 
first chapter of John, Jesus is called many names – Word made flesh, Lamb of God, 
Son of God, Rabbi, Messiah, King of Israel, Son of Man – reminding us that there 
are numerous ways to perceive his identity. For churches it often becomes too easy 



to become fixated on one aspect of Christ, when perhaps we should be rising to the 
challenge of both modelling his servanthood and communicating the rich diversity of 
his revelation to our world. 
 
Summary 

1. “The Lamb of God” is a rich image that has been depicted by artists with many 
different emphases. 

 
2. John leaves us to discern a variety of possibilities in John the Baptist’s 

declaration, and our lectionary guides us towards the servanthood of Christ. 
 
3. Just as John the Baptist models Christ’s example of servanthood, so we should 

encourage each other and our churches to a life of service. 
 
4. At the same time we must rise to the challenge of communicating afresh the 

rich diversity of God’s revelation through Christ. 
 
INTERCESSION 

President 
Through Jesus Christ, the servant king, we are called to serve God and the world. As 
part of our service we bring before God the needs of all creation. 
 
Biddings 
Let us pray for all Christians and churches worldwide, those who are persecuted and 
those who are free, that each may keep their focus on Christ. 
 
We pray for tolerance and understanding between nations, peoples and faiths, that 
openness and generosity may overcome hatred and fear. 
 
Let us pray that all humanity may find new impetus, vision and will to sustain the rich 
and wondrous diversity of earthly creation. 
 
We pray for God’s blessing and benediction on everyone struggling with mental, 
physical or spiritual troubles, that they might be comforted, strengthened and healed. 
 
Conclusion 
Holy God, light to the nations, hear our prayers and draw each of us and all in 
creation into the glory of your eternal presence. 
 
Introduction to the Peace 
God is faithful; by him we are all called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ 
our Lord. The peace of the Lord… 
 
Blessing 
May God the creator who called us into being 
draw us into the divine presence. 
May Christ the servant king teach us the way of true service. 
May the Holy Spirit descend upon us to inspire and sustain us. 
And the blessing of God almighty… 


