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Reinterpreting the Participle é aipwv in John 1:29.

A Proposal for “who carries”
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ABSTRACT: In John 1:29, John the Baptist, upon seeing Jesus, exclaims: 8¢ 6 duvig To0 Beod 6 alpwy i
GpepTioy ToD kéopov. Most prominent English translations render the Greek participle 6 afpwv in John 1:29
as “who takes away” However, the authors of this article present evidence that John 1:29 contains an inter-
textual reference to the figure of the Servant of YHWH from Isa 53:7. In light of this, the proper interpre-
tation of the participle ¢ aipwv is better understood as “who takes up and bears.” Therefore, the proposed
translation of John the Baptist’s words in John 1:29 is: “Behold, the Lamb of God who carries the sin of
the world.”
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1. “Who takes away” or “who takes up and bears”?

In the first chapter of the Gospel of John, we read about an encounter between John
the Baptist and Jesus, who comes to be baptized. Upon seeing him, the former cries out:
18 & auvdg ToD Beod 6 alpwv Ty dpaptiay Tob xdouov (John 1:29).! All major English trans-
lations render the Greek aipw in the discussed verse as “to take away,” emphasizing the di-
mensional aspect of the action. This interpretation underscores that the role and meaning
of Jesus’ sacrifice is to remove sin.> Meanwhile, in some translations into other languages,
Jesus is described rather as one who “carries” or “bears” the sin.® This rendering appears to
concentrate on the nature of the act mentioned in the text instead of merely describing its
final effect. According to L/, the verb alpw can denote taking away/removing, but it can

1 The Greek text here and below is according to NA%,

2 Eg NRSV: “.who takes away the sin of the world;” NKJV: “..who takes away the sin of the world;”
NLT: “...who takes away the sin of the world.”

3 E.g Luther: “erigt;” RST: “6eper na Cebst;” EIB: “bierze na sicbie.”
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also refer to the actions of taking up and bearing/ carrying (“take up and bear, as a burden”).*
Both of these meanings are present in John.’ It follows, then, that the problem cannot be
resolved solely on philological grounds.® Even though in certain contexts these two mean-
ings may be treated as synonymous, they do differ significantly when it comes to the seman-
tic components emphasized in the definition. The question arises: is the Johannine Jesus
described as the one who “takes away” the sin or as the one who “takes up and bears” it?
The purpose of this article is to provide an unequivocal answer to this question.

2. Criteria of the Lamb’s Identification

The characterization of Jesus as 6 auvdg To0 8200 (John 1:29) is reiterated in John the Bap-
tist’s second statement, which the text places on the morrow of the first encounter: ¢ ¢
Guvdg T00 B0t (John 1:36). Why a lamb, and what does this metaphor point to? One may
ask along with Origen: Tt 3%mote ¥76 10D Iwdvvov 6 cwtnp ‘Guvdg Aéyeton;” The comparison
to alamb is directly linked to two features of Jesus, the neutralization of sin: 6 aipwy Ty
éuaptioy Tod kéopov (John 1:29) and his paradoxical origin: o0tds 2oty dmép o &yw elmov-
émriow pov Epyetar dvip 8¢ EumpoaBéy pov yéyovey, 81t Tp@tds wov Av (John 1:30). We may
expect that this comparison, “die erste Christuserkenntnis,”® encapsulates, to some extent,
Jesus’ fate and identity as described in the Gospel.” The above constitute criteria of identi-
fication, which we shall use to answer Origen’s question. Below, we will examine texts that
might have served as the origin of John’s metaphor.'

4 LSJ,sv. “Gelpw.”

5 The first meaning of “taking away/removing” is most common in John and is present in: 2:16; 11:39-41; 15:2;
17:15; 19:15; 19:31,38; 20:1, 13, 15. It also appears with a nuance of taking away something from somebody in
10:18; 11:48; 16:22. The meaning of taking up and bearing is visible in 5:12 (&pov t6v kpaBetév gov). Further-
more, in 8:59 the verb denotes the act of picking up without connotations of bearing. Apart from that, airo is
used one time in a metaphorical sense of keeping in suspense (¢wg éte Ty Yoy Audv aipet, 10:24).

6 Unless we consider the appearance of the combination of the verb aipw with duéptnue in 1 Sam 15:25 LXX:
Vv dpov 81 TO dudpTnud uov as an argument in favour of the first translation. Obviously, since Saul is address-
ing these words to Samuel, the context does not allow this expression to be translated as “take my sin upon
yourself” This parallel is noted by K. Wengst, Das Johannesevangelium. 1. Kapitel 1-10 (ThRKNT 4; Stuttgart:
Kohlhammer 2004) 83. The author also mentions a possible connection to the scapegoat carrying sins in a de-
scription of the Yom Kippur ritual in Lev 16:21sqq. Here, however, the one carrying the sin is explicitly a goat,
rather than lamb.

7 Origenes, Comm. Jo. 6.51.264.

8 Cf.H. Schiirmann, Das Lukasevangelium. 1. Kommentar zu Kapitel 1,1-9,50 (HThKN'T 3; Freiburg — Basel -
Wien: Herder 2001) 67.

9 “The seer reveals the mystery of the person’s mission” (R.E. Brown, The Gospel according to John 1-XII. Intro-
duction, Translation and Notes [AB 29; New Haven, CT - London: Yale University Press 1966] 58).

10 Scholars have considered some less probable explanations, such as 1) the Yom Kippur scapegoat; 2) the apoc-
alyptic lamb motif in the Enochic literature; 3) the general idea of a sacrificial lamb from the Hebrew Bible;
4) the lamb that was provided by God to be offered instead of Isaac in Gen 22:5; 5) the gentle lamb of Jer
11. See W. Loader, Jesus in Johns Gospel. Structure and Issues in Johannine Christology (Grand Rapids, MI:
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3. Paschal Lamb

Since ancient times, interpreters have proposed that it is the Paschal lamb to which John’s
comparison refers. This view is visible among Church Fathers' and has been repeated in
modern scholarship.'” It is true that the Johannine depiction of Jesus does picture him as
a Paschal lamb"® and that this identification is also visible in other New Testament writ-
ings."* However, in the Tanach, the Paschal lamb does not have an expiatory role and as
such does not neutralize sin in any way." The Paschal lamb is also nowhere described as
having a paradoxical origin. Consequently, the Paschal lamb does not seem appropriate as
the first interpretative choice nor does it offer a solution regarding the specific meaning of
the verb aipw.

4. Lamb and the Servant of YHWH

In search of John’s lamb, the obvious direction is the Deutero-Isaiah, who introduces a well-
known figure of the Servant of YHWH mentioned in four separate songs.'¢ Of interest to
us is the Fourth Song (Isa 52:13-53:12). Along with the interpretation presented above,
since the first centuries of Christianity, various authors have associated John’s wording
with a picture of a “lamb being led to the slaughter,” a description appearing in Isa 53:7:
dg mpoBatov mi adaryi Ay kel dg duvog Evavtiov Tob kelpovtog alTéY ddwvog oliTwg ovk
évotyet 10 atéua adtod."” This was also the conviction of many Johannine scholars."® How-
ever, the hitherto scholarly considerations on the reference in John 1:29 to Isa 53:7 and
the Fourth Song lacked systematic organization and logical structure, ultimately making

Eerdmans 2017) 156-157; S.E. Porter, John, His Gospel, and Jesus. In Pursuit of the Jobannine Voice (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans 2015) 207-208.

11 E.g Origenes, Comm. Jo. 28.25.237; Didymus, Fi: Ps. 533.

12 E.g “Probably John’s primary reference is the Paschal lamb” (C.K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John. An
Introduction with Commentary and Notes on the Greek Text, 2 ed. [London: Westminster John Knox 1978]
176); cf. J. Zumstein, Das_Johannesevangelium (KEK 2; Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 2016) 98-99;
Brown, The Gospel according ro John, 61-63.

13 E.g John 19:33, 36.

14 E.g.1Cor5:7; 1 Peter 1:18-19.

15 “In Judaism the lamb sacrificed at Passover does not take away sins” (Barrett, The Gospel, 176). Some claim,
however, that all sacrifices prescribed in the Pentateuch are expiatory in one way or another, see L. Morris,
The Gospel According to John (NICNT; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans 1971) 144-145.

16 Isa42:1-9;49:1-9; 50:4-11; 52:13-53:12.

17 E.g. Clemens Alexandrinus, fr. 27 (GCS 17, 216); Theodorus Mopsuestenus, Commentarii in Joannem (e cat-
enis), fr. 13; Eusebius, Comm. Isa. 2.42.

18 E.g. J.Beutler, 4 Commentary on the Gospel of John (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans 2017) 59; Zumstein,
Das Johannesevangelium, 99; R. Schwindt, “Seht das Lamm Gottes, das hinwegnimmt die Siinde der Welt’
(Joh 1,29). Zur Frage einer Siihnetheologic im Johannesevangelium,” 777 119 (2010) 202-203; Brown,
The Gospel according to John, 60-63; C.H. Williams, “Isaiah in John's Gospel,” Isaiah in the New Testament
(eds. S. Moyise — M.J.J. Menken) (NTSI; London — New York: Clark 2005) 104-105.
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them inconclusive."” Nevertheless, this is the right interpretative track. Below, we will out-
line arguments in a manner that conclusively suggests that the author of the Fourth Gospel,
attributing those words to John, had Isa 53:7 in mind.

4.1. Isaiah as John’s Intertext

In John, Isaiah is the only Old Testament prophetic author mentioned by name, and it is
stated that Isaiah “saw Jesus’ glory and spoke about Him” (John 12:41). Explicit quotations
from Isaiah, in John 1:23 and 12:37-41, inclusively frame the beginning and end of John’s
narrative about Jesus’ public ministry (John 1:19-12:50). Based on this evidence, as well as
numerous other allusions and references to Isaiah,?® we can reiterate Catrin H. Williams’ as-
sertion that “Isaiah occupies a prominent, if not the highest, position among the scriptural
texts that have contributed to the shaping of John’s gospel™ as well as “several expressions,
themes and motifs point to the profound influence of Isaiah, especially Deutero-Isaiah, on
John’s narratives and discourses.””* Therefore, the idea that there is a reference to Isaiah in
John 1:29 is by no means improbable.

4.2. Neutralization of Sin by the Servant of YHWH and His Mysterious Genealogy

In the Fourth Song, the Servant of YHWH is consistently described as one who neutralizes
the sin: 007og Té¢ dpaptiag Hudy dépet ol wepl Hudy dduvatar (Isa 53:4); tég duaptiog adTeY
adtdg dvoloet (Isa 53:11); adtde dpaptiog ToMGY dviveykey xal b Tae dpaptiog adTGY
mepeddBn (Isa 53:12). This is feature is exceptional in the Tanach since it is animal sacrifices
and not individuals that atone for sin.” Moreover, the Servant is described as having a par-
adoxical genealogy: Ty yevedy adtod Tig dupynoetan; (Isa 53:8).

4.3. Parallels Between Johannine Jesus and the Servant of YHWH

There are objective similarities between the fate of the Servant of YHWH and the fate of
Johannine Jesus. The Servant suffers, gets dishonoured, tortured and killed. Subsequently,
he is revived by God. Paradoxically, his suffering is simultaneously viewed as a revelation of
glory and, as a consequence, he gets exalted and lifted up. This depiction is arguably unique
in the Tanach, as no other text explicitly associates suffering and even death with glory. Fur-
thermore, the Servant’s comparison to the “lamb that is led to the slaughter” parallels John’s
description of Jesus as the Lamb of God and aligns with the general narrative of the Fourth
Gospel, which portrays Jesus as an innocent man led to death.

19 “This is possible. But there is nothing in the context that points to it” (Mortis, The Gospel According to
John, 144); cf. “Eine eindeutige traditionsgeschichtliche Herkunft des ersten positiven christologischen Titels
im JohEv ist nicht auszumachen” (D. Rusam, “Das ‘Lamm Gorttes’ [ Joh 1,29.36] und die Deutung des Todes
Jesu im Johannesevangelium,” BZ 49 [2005] 68).

20 InJohn, according to NA® Loci citati vel allegati, we find allusions to 36 different passages from Isaiah.

21 Williams, “Isaiah,” 101.

2 Williams, “Isaiah;” 101.

23 See AW. Day, Lifted Up and Glorified. Isaiah’s Servant Language in the Gospel of John (Diss. The Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary; Louisville, KY 2016) 140.
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4.4. Jesus as the Servant of YHWH in John 12:37-38

The character of the Servant of YHWH fulfils the required criteria. There is, however,
another reference which serves to support this argument. In John 12:37-38 we read: otx
¢mioTevov el adTOV, e 6 Adyos Haalov 1ol mpodvirov minpwbi dv elmev- xvple, Tic émiotevoey
T} dixof] fuav; kel & Bpayiwv kuplov Tivt dmexedddOy; this is an obvious quote from the Fourth
Song: xbpte, Tlg érloTevoey Tf] dxof] Nuav; kol & Ppoylwy kuplov Tivt dmexadvdy; (Isa 53:1).
Therefore, the author of the Gospel explicitly connects Jesus with the figure of the Servant
of YHWH from the Fourth Song.?*

4.5. Identification of Jesus with quvég from Isa 53:7 in Acts 8:32

In Acts 8, during Philip’s interaction with the Ethiopian eunuch, Jesus is not only identified
as the Lamb from Isaiah but also explicitly connected to the broader context of the Fourth
Song of the Servant of YHWH. Let us quote this passage in full (where the emphasized
text represents a quotation from Isa 53:7-8):

mpoadpapiy 0t 6 Pikimmog Aixovaey adTol dvaywaokovtos Hoaloy Tov mpodityy kal elmev- dpd ye yvarokelg
& Gvoryveoxelg; 6 0% elmev. mag Yo &v Suvelpny iy w Tig 63nyroeL pe; mapexdeaty Te tdv Olummoy
dveBavte xebloa obv abtd. i 88 meployd) g Ypadis Ay dveylvaoxey iy abty- dg TpoPatov éml odaryny
7O el o uvdg Evavtiov Tod kelpavtog TV ddwvog, 0bTrg olk dvolyel TO aToun avTol. Ev 7] Tamevaoel
[adTod] 7 xplog adtod Apby. Ty yevedy adtod Tig SuyNoetar; 8Tt alpeton 4md TG Yiig 7 {wh) adTod. dmoxpielg
8t 6 edvodyog ¢ Dikimmey elmev- Sopal oov, Tepl Tivog & mpodrTNg héyel TolTo; Tepl botuTol 7 mepl ETEpou
Twée; avolbog 8t & Dimmog 6 aTdpe adToD Kl dpapevog amd Tig Ypadic TaTYG EDYYEMOTO DTG TOY

Inoodv. (Acts 8:30-35)

We observe, therefore, that the association of Jesus with the figure of the Servant of
YHWH, which centred on the comparison to the Isaian lamb led to slaughter, was a motif
known among first-century followers of Jesus.”

5. Jesus as Isaiah’s Lamb

The evidence provided above strongly suggests that John the Baptist’s identification of Jesus
as 6 quvog Tod Beod & alpwy TV duaptiay Tod kéouov should primarily be understood as
a reference to the Fourth Song of the Servant of YHWH. The identification of Jesus with
Isaiah’s lamb by no means excludes a simultaneous secondary reference to the Paschal lamb.

24 For further references to the Isaian Servant in John, see C.A. Evans, “Isaiah 53 in the Letters of Peter, Paul, He-
brews, and John,” The Gospel According to Isaiah 53. Encountering the Suffering Servant in Jewish and Christian
Theology (eds. D.L. Bock — M. Glaser) (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel 2012) 160-167.

25 Seealso 1 Pet 2:22-24. Craig S. Keener raises the possibility that these texts “hark back to Jesus’ self-definition
as presented in Mark 10:45 and 14:24,” where “an allusion to Is 53 is present, albeit not in its LXX form.” As he
points out, traditions reflected in these texts would have been widely accepted by the time of the Fourth Gospel

(C.S. Keener, The Gospel of John [Peabody, MA: Baker Academic 2003] I, 453).
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Such a two-dimensional symbolism is attested in John, who, for instance, pictures the cross
as a sign of both exaltation and humiliation (John 3:14; 8:28; 12:32).2

6. Conclusion: 6 aipwv in John 1:29 as “who carries”
P

Having established that John’s metaphor should be understood mainly as an intertextual
reference to the Fourth Song of the Servant of YHWH, we can now come back to the main
issue of this article — the meaning of the verb aipw in John 1:29. As Raymond E. Brown
aptly stated: “If the Lamb is the Servant, then John’s phrase is patterned after the Servant of
Yahweh.””” The Servant is described as: od7og Tég dpeprio Huav dépet xal Tept v ddvvatat
(Isa 53:4); térg apaptiog adT@y adtdg dvolae (Isa 53:11); adtde dpaptiog ToMGY dviveykey
Kol 018 Té GperpTiog avT@y Topedddy (Isa 53:12). Itis evident that the way in which the Serv-
ant of YHWH neutralizes the sin is by “taking it upon himself” Thus, if we have to choose
between two meanings of the verb aipw, we should opt for the meaning “to carry, and
the phrase 6 aipwv Ty duaptiav To0 kéopov (John 1:29) should be translated not by “who
takes away the sin of the world” but “who carries the sin of the world.” This conclusion may
be particularly important for those interested in the liturgy of the Holy Mass.
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