
If It Had Been a Snake 

John 1:29-42 

Have you ever been looking for something and discovered it was right in front of you? In the South there’s an 

old saying about missing something that is in plain view: If it had been a snake, it would have bit you. You 

shake your head and feel like a fool. But this experience of missing what is obvious is so common that it is even 

the subject of psychological studies. 

One reason why we might miss something obvious is because we are distracted or fooled by seeing the thing in 

an unexpected context. In 2007, internationally known concert violinist Joshua Bell, dressed in casual clothes 

and a ball cap, positioned himself near a garbage can in a Washington, DC subway station and played the violin. 

Busy DC commuters passed him by. A few dropped coins into his violin case. No one expected to see an award-

winning, internationally famous musician playing for coins in a subway station, so no one recognized him in 

this context. Knowing I’m not the only one who misses the obvious makes me feel better.  

It’s hard to look past our biases and distractions and to see what’s really in front of us. Fortunately, John the 

Baptist didn’t have that problem when he met Jesus. Last week, John tried to stop Jesus from getting baptized 

because he didn’t understand how this could possibly fit in with God’s plan. But during Jesus’ baptism, John 

saw the Holy Spirit descend on Christ and suddenly he understood entirely who Jesus was! This man, who 

looked like a humble carpenter from a backwater town, was the Messiah, the Chosen One sent from God. 

Our Bible story this morning happens the next day when John runs into Jesus again. John announces to anyone 

nearby, “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” And he’s so excited that the next day 

when he sees Jesus again, John announces to his disciples, “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of 

the world!” Nothing has changed in Jesus’ appearance or his circumstances. He still looks like an average Joe. 

He’s still a carpenter from Nazareth. But suddenly, John looks past his biases and distractions and sees Jesus for 

who he really is. And two of John’s disciples see it too. They immediately leave John and begin following 

Jesus. 

What did John see? And how would it change our lives if we could see Jesus for who he really is? 

The first thing John saw was that Jesus is the hope of the world. In Genesis 3 after Adam and Eve sinned in the 

Garden of Eden, they experienced shame and fear and separation from God. To cover their shame, God made 

clothes for them out of an animal’s skin. From the very beginning, God made it clear that sin--separation from 

God--equals death. Instead of killing Adam and Eve for their sin, God let an animal die in their place. 

In Genesis 22, God called on Abraham and told him to sacrifice his beloved son, Isaac, on Mount Moriah. Can 

you imagine Abraham’s agony as he led his son up that mountain, expecting that he would come back down 

alone? At one point, Isaac even asks his father “. . . where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” And Abraham 

replies, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” And God provided a ram for 

Abraham and Isaac to sacrifice. 

Then in Exodus 12, the story of the Passover. To convince the Egyptian Pharaoh to release the Israelites from 

slavery in his land, God sends an angel of death on the land to kill the firstborn males. But he warns the 

Israelites to sacrifice a perfect, unblemished lamb and put its blood over the doorframes of their houses. The 

angel of death will pass by any house that is covered by the blood of a perfect lamb. 

In Leviticus 16, God establishes a yearly sacred festival, the Day of Atonement. On this day animal sacrifices 

are made to remind the people of sin’s power to separate us from God and to bring suffering and death into the 

world.  

All that blood. All that death. And it needed to happen again and again and again until it doesn’t anymore. 

Why? Because one man gives his life for us all. 



A tourist was visiting the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, MD. She noticed several students on their knees 

studying the courtyard and taking notes on their clipboards. She asked the tour guide what they were doing. 

He smiled. “Each year, the upperclassmen ask the freshmen how many bricks it took to finish paving this 

courtyard.” 

The tourist waited until the students were out of earshot, then she whispered, “So, what’s the answer?” 

The tour guide answered, “One.” Here’s the explanation. 

It doesn’t matter how many bricks it took to make the courtyard. It still took only one . . . to finish it. And we’ll 

never know how many animals died to cover over the sins of humanity. But it only took one death, the death of 

Jesus Christ, to end the cycle of sacrifices. “Look, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!” 

The first thing John sees is that Jesus is the hope of the world. 

The second thing John sees is that Jesus brings peace to the world. We were made in the image of God. We 

were made to live in face-to-face, loving relationship with God. Sin broke this relationship and separated us 

from all that flows from God: eternal life, unconditional love, unfailing peace, unshakable hope, unexplainable 

joy. 

Marghanita Laski was one of England’s best-known novelists; she was also an atheist. Not long before she died 

in 1988, Marghanita was interviewed on television, and she surprised many viewers when she said, “What I 

envy most about you Christians is your forgiveness; I have nobody to forgive me.” I wonder if Ms. Laski had an 

ache, a question, a void that left her restless and unfulfilled. I think that’s a remarkable statement for an atheist 

to make. “What I envy most about you Christians is your forgiveness; I have nobody to forgive me.” 

What is forgiveness? It is simply healing our separation from God and restoring us to the fullness of God’s 

presence and love. John saw that Jesus is our path to peace with God. 

And finally, John sees that Jesus shows us the sacrificial love of God. I was very moved by a story I read about 

a 6-year-old boy named Bridger Walker who saved his little sister from a dog attack. When Bridger saw a 

German shepherd dog charging at his little sister, he placed his body between her and the dog. The dog mauled 

him, leaving him with wounds that required 90 stitches to his head. 

When asked why he jumped in front of that dog for his sister, little Bridger said, “If someone had to die, I 

thought it should be me.”  

Before the foundation of the world, before the beginning of time, God made a plan for saving humanity. And 

that plan required someone to die as a perfect sacrifice to cover our sins. In Jesus, God is saying, “If someone 

had to die, I thought it should be me.” 

When you love someone, you make plans with them. You make plans for them. You want to give them the best 

of you, and that means long-range planning for their good. And that’s what God does through Jesus Christ. God 

shows God’s love for us in this way: before the foundation of the world, God had a plan to save us through the 

sacrificial death of Jesus Christ. First Peter 1 tells us that we were redeemed, or bought out of slavery, by the 

precious blood of Jesus Christ who was chosen before the creation of the world. (1 Peter 1: 18-20) And Titus 1: 

1-2 tells us that the hope of eternal life was promised by God before the beginning of time. God loved us in this 

way: before God ever created this world, God made a plan to save us through the sacrificial death of Jesus. 

When you look at Jesus, what do you see? I pray you see God’s plan for humanity. Because Jesus is our hope of 

salvation, our peace with God, and the sacrificial love by which we are guaranteed eternal life. 

 


