
Psalm 39 (40) 

This week we pray the first half of this psalm, which expresses the thanks 
of a person who has been in great distress. Their patient waiting has now 
been rewarded. 

The depth of the psalmist’s close relationship with the Lord is reflected in 
the language used; many words refer to the body: mouth, ear, heart, lips. 
He cries out his gratitude to the Lord, not hiding behind passive 
expressions but by being totally open: I waited; Here I am; I delight etc. 

There are several scriptural references in the psalm. The expression ‘Here 
I am’ is also found in Isaiah 6: 8, while delighting ‘in the Law in the depth 
of [his] heart’ echoes Jeremiah 31: 33: ‘Deep within them, I will plant my 
Law, writing it on their hearts’. 

According to the author of the letter to the Hebrews, Jesus himself also 
quoted this psalm: Hebrews 10: 5–10. 

When the psalms were written down, people believed that God kept a 
book recording how each individual behaved, hence ‘the scroll of the 
book’. This is also mentioned in Psalm 139 (140): 16: ‘Your eyes saw all of 
my actions, they were all of them written in your book’ . 

 

Gospel   John 1: 29–34 

The witness of John the Baptist 
This Sunday we hear of Jesus’s baptism as described in the Gospel of St John, whose 
approach differs from that of the other three evangelists. Rather than focusing on 
what happened at the time, John’s emphasis is on the identity of Jesus. After seeing 
the Spirit descending on Jesus like a dove at his baptism, thus fulfilling God’s words, 
John the Baptist is in no doubt that Jesus is the one for whom he has been 
preparing the way (Matthew 3: 1–12).  

The dove 
In Palestine the dove was a sacred bird, neither hunted nor eaten; in Scripture it 
often has symbolic meaning (and it signals the end of the flood in Genesis 8). It is 
associated with the baptism of Jesus and the descent of the spirit in all four 
Gospels, though at the time the Christian doctrine of the Holy Spirit had not yet 
come into being. John is thinking of the Jewish word for Spirit, ruach (wind), 
indicating power, life and especially God. 

‘The Lamb of God’ 
John the Baptist gives witness to Jesus’s identity through the titles he uses for him. 
They could be given to no one else. Here John gives Jesus a title otherwise found 
only in the Book of Revelation, where the sacrificial ‘Lamb’ is mentioned many 
times, particularly in Chapter 17: 14 ‘… the Lamb is the Lord of Lords and the King of 
kings ...’; a title now used in our Eucharistic liturgy.  

There are several reasons why John may have used the title. It may have been in 
reference to the coming Passover Feast (Exodus 12: 11–13); or as the son of a 
priest, John may have been thinking of the twice-daily ritual of sacrificing a lamb in 
the Temple for the sins of the people (Exodus 29: 38–42).  

A third explanation is that he may have been remembering the prophecies found in 
Jeremiah 11: 19 and Isaiah 53: 7, which both spoke of the Lamb who would be 
slaughtered.  

Another image very familiar to the Jews was that of the horned lamb, seen as the 
symbol of a conquering champion for God. The word Lamb therefore sums up the 
love, sacrifice, suffering and triumph of Christ. 

The meaning of baptism 
The Greek verb baptizein means to dip or submerge. It can be used with reference 
to clothes, ships and even drunkenness. John here makes a distinction between 
baptism with water, which simply meant physical and spiritual cleansing, and 
Jesus’s own baptism, which anointed him with the Holy Spirit and with power (Acts 
10: 38). 
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