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It was a weird moment. A guy in a suit showed up at our door trying to sell my dad encyclopedias—or maybe it was some multi-level marketing thing, I don’t remember. Dad, being polite, let him in, but it was clear from the start he wasn’t buying anything. The problem was it was equally clear the salesman wasn’t leaving until he sold something. So we entered this awkward endurance test—who would outlast whom?

And then—salvation arrived.  There was a scratch at the door. I opened it and there stood our 100-pound German shepherd with a face full of porcupine quills.  Tension gone.

Dad immediately put the salesman to work: “Here—hold the dog.” And while this poor guy in his suit hung onto our furry pincushion, Dad went to work with a pair of pliers, snapping quills and pulling them out one by one. When it was finally over, Dad thanked the man and ushered him out the door—never mentioning the sales pitch again.
…
We’re now in our second week of Advent walking through John’s account of Jesus which is very unique.  While Matthew and Luke give us the facts of Christmas—who was there, where it happened—John gives us the meaning of Christmas. He tells us why Jesus came.

So grab your Bible and turn to John 1. We’ll start in verse 35.  Would you stand with me as we hear the word of the Lord?  Hear now the word of the Lord.

[Read John 1:35-51]

This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated.

So last week John took us all the way back before creation to show us who Jesus is and why He alone can save – it’s because He made this place.  Now today Jesus speaks for the first time in this Gospel – and the very first words out of His mouth are a question.  Actually in this text there are three questions, and they give us our outline today.  If you’re taking notes here they are: What do you want?  What will you find?  And will you follow?[footnoteRef:1]   [1:  Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/sermon/you-shall-see-heaven-open/ Other sources used: JD Greear https://summitchurch.com/message/jesus-first-three-questions D. Bruner “The Gospel of John.] 


So let’s dive into the first question: what do you want?  

The text opens with John the Baptist – not John the Gospel writer – glancing up, seeing Jesus, and declaring, “Look, the Lamb of God.”
Now if you were with us through the Exodus series, you will remember the Passover lamb.  At the final plague in Egypt, the Israelites sacrificed a lamb and put its blood on the doorframe so death would pass over their homes.  This was the first “lamb of God,” but it wasn’t the last.

Later, in Leviticus 16, God commanded Israel to offer a lamb every year for the sins of the people.  And so, on the Day of Atonement the high priest would place his hand on the lamb’s head, confess the nation’s sins over it and then kill it.  And it was obvious what was happening.  He was transferring the guilt of the people onto the lamb before it died in their place.  And so Israel had seen thousands of lambs die as substitutes.  

But nobody imagined a person could be the Lamb of God.  Not until John turned to His disciples and declared:
	“Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! ” (John 1:29)

So John was saying “All those lambs weren’t ends in themselves, they were pointing somewhere.  They were pointing to Jesus.  And notice what John tells His disciples to do about this.  He says “Look.”  If you want what this Lamb offers, you have to look; you have to fix your eyes on Him.

And here’s another parallel to Exodus.  Remember where that series finished?  Pastor Nate told us about the bronze serpent in the wilderness.  If the Israelites wanted to live after they had been bitten, they had to look at what had been lifted up.  And that’s the same admonition here – if you want to be saved you need to look to God’s Lamb.
…
Alright, fast-forward to verse 38.  Jesus turns to John’s disciples who are following Him, and speaks His first recorded words in the Gospel: “What do you want?  What are you looking for?”

Now this isn’t a throw away line.  It’s the heartbeat of John’s Gospel.  In fact, right at the end, at the empty tomb, Jesus is going to ask Mary Magdalene a nearly identical question: Who are you looking for?”[footnoteRef:2]  So John intentionally frames Jesus’ whole ministry with this question and it’s not an accident. [2:  See John 20:15] 


See everyone is looking for something and John writes his Gospel so that we can find it.  He wants us to ask ourselves, “what am I looking for?”  So ask.  Like in the quiet moments – if you actually give yourself quiet moments – what fills your mind?  What do you daydream about?  What do you worry about?  What do you chase?  
…
If you’re thinking, “I’m not sure,” it might be because you’ve never sat still long enough to find out.  You keep the radio on.  You scroll in the grocery line.  You fill the silence, so you don’t have to feel the longing.  But longing isn’t your enemy. Longing is a compass.

Now if that’s you I’m not judging, I’m just saying perhaps the reason you aren’t aware you’re searching for anything is because you’ve crowded your life with noise.  

But not being aware of the longing doesn’t mean we aren’t going in a direction, it just means we don’t know where we’re going.  So if you want to know where you’re going look at your habits.  Look at your calendar.  Look at your browsing history.  Look at your bank account.  These things reveal the direction of your life.  

Or look at your secrets – the things you hide from other people.  What you are obsessed with.  What do you think you need?  Do you need a significant other?  Do you need a faster car or a bigger house?  These “needs” reveal the direction of your life.

So Jesus asks, “What do you want?”  And in verse 38 the two disciples answer:
	“Rabbi” (which means “Teacher”), “where are you staying?” (John 1:38)

Now it’s late.  They’re tired.  They’re thinking about where they’ll sleep.  And here we get one of the reoccurring themes in the Gospels which is how Jesus is constantly speaking at a deep level and the disciples are responding at ground level.  

For example Jesus says, “I am the bread of life.”  And the disciples are like “great point, it is almost time for lunch.”  Or Jesus tells Nicodemus “Unless you are born again you won’t enter the Kingdom of God.”  And Nicodemus is like “how am I supposed to crawl back into my mother’s womb?”  And eventually Jesus says, “I’m going to die for the sin of the world” and Peter’s like “Not on my watch.”  The disciples are constantly misjudging the depth at which Jesus is speaking.

But here He doesn’t correct them or shame them.  He simply invites: “Come and see.”  

Now here’s some good news: Jesus always meets us where we are at.  So if you’re weighed down this morning – worried about money, or health or kids, or any number of real burdens – Jesus isn’t surprised these are the things you’re looking for and He’ll meet you there.  But you need to know He won’t leave you in the comfort of the questions you want to ask.  He wants to answer bigger questions.  And that leads us to our second question.  So first, “What do you want?”  And then “What will you find?”
…
So once John’s disciples look and see the Lamb of God, a chain reaction begins.
Andrew finds Peter.  Philip finds Nathanael and their testimony is: “We’ve found the Messiah!”

Now Nathanael is skeptical, and for good reason.  Nazareth!?  Now you may need a little context here.  See Nazareth was the redneck capital of Israel.  I’m talking this place was full of the farm truck driving, moose shooting, dueling banjoes suburbs of Vanderhoof kind of rednecks.  Can anything good come out of there?  

And Philip doesn’t argue.  He doesn’t unpack a theology of the Incarnation.  He simply says, “Come and see.”  What a great response.

If you’re introducing friends to Jesus, follow this example.  Tell them your faith story.  And then if they start asking you to solve the problem of evil or reconcile predestination with free will, just smile and say, “Come and see.”  

See your job is not to convert your friends.  That’s the Holy Spirit’s job.  Your job is to invite them to come look at what you’ve found.  And Nathanael comes.  He meets Jesus.  And Jesus opens the conversation in verse 47 saying:
	“Here truly is an Israelite in whom there is no deceit.” (John 1:47)

Now this is nice – almost too nice if you’ve never met the guy.  So Nathanael understandably asks, “How do you know me?”  And then we read:
Jesus answered, “I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you.”
Then Nathanael declared, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the king of Israel.” (John 1:48-49)

Now John doesn’t tell us what had happened under that fig tree, but it must have been deeply private, because Nathanael is floored.  Like if he was just having a nap under the tree, this reaction would make no sense.  So something significant happened there – something only God could have seen.  But John doesn’t tell us what it was.  
…
I don’t know if you’re watching The Chosen or not, but you should.  It’s really well done.  It’s based on scripture, but aims to fill out the story to show how the disciples were real people.  So it’s a combination of Scripture and fiction.

And in that light The Chosen’s Nathanael scene is powerful.  They imagine Nathanael as an architect whose synagogue plans have just been rejected.  And he’s depressed and burning his plans under the fig tree.  And in that moment, he’s praying and telling God “I did this all for You.  Don’t You see me?  How come You feel so far away?”  It’s an incredibly human moment.

See whether that exact scene happened or not, the emotion is right.  Like if you’ve followed Jesus for any length of time, you’ve had this moment.  You’ve tried to do the right thing and watched it fall apart.  You meant well, but hurt someone.  Or you’ve prayed and felt nothing.  Or you’ve served and felt unseen. 

And this is when Jesus shows up and says, “I saw you under the fig tree.”  And Nathanael is undone.  Out of the realization that only God could know what Jesus knows, in verse 49 he confesses, “You are the Son of God.”  Now that’s awesome, but it’s just entry level for Jesus.  In verse 50 He replies:
“You believe because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You will see greater things than that… I tell you, you will see ‘heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” (John 1:50-51)
…
Last week we saw how the opening verses in John bring the reader back to creation, now here at the end of chapter 1 John brings us back to the patriarch Jacob.

So in Genesis 28 Jacob is running for his life because he deceived his brother Esau and stole the blessing. In that culture, the oldest son carried the family’s future—so this betrayal cut deep, and Esau wanted to kill him.

And so Jacob flees alone into the wilderness. He’s lost everything—home, parents, security.  And after running for miles he collapses to the ground exhausted and uses a stone as a pillow as he falls asleep.  It’s a picture of how hard his life is in this moment.  But it’s here he has a vision.  

And in the vision Jacob looks up and sees what some translations call a ladder, but the Hebrew is closer to a staircase or a bridge.  It’s a huge architectural span crossing the chasm between heaven and earth.  And angels are ascending and descending on it.

Now these are not the soft, greeting-card angels with white feathers and dreamy smiles.
Biblical angels are terrifying.  Every time one appears, the first thing out of its mouth is some version of: “Stop trying to die—get up off the ground.”  And so Jacob wakes up shaking and declares: 
“How awesome is this place! This is none other than… the gate of heaven.” (Genesis 28:17)
	
It’s a totally profound moment for Jacob and it becomes one of the defining moments of Israel’s faith.  We worship a God who crosses the gap between heaven and earth.  A God who pursues runaways.  A God who shows up in the wilderness.  A God who sees us.  

And Jesus looks at Nathanael and says: “That staircase Jacob saw?  That gate of heaven?  That bridge between God and humanity?  It’s Me.”  
…
Now in all of human history there has never been a greater statement made by any person about themselves.  Certainly there is no greater statement in all of scripture.  Like Jesus doesn’t say, “I will show you the gates of heaven.”  That would be the big statement of a prophet.  

But Jesus doesn’t say that.  He says, “I AM the way between heaven and earth.  I AM the bridge.  I AM the gate.  My life and My death – My coming resurrection – is the turning point of human history.  I’m going to live the life you should have lived, and I’ll die the death you should die so you can come back to the relationship with God you were created for.”  That’s what Jesus says about Himself.  “I am God.”

And His claim in saying this is “if you look to Me – if you trust Me – then even if your life feels like Jacob’s, even if you’re sleeping on a stone pillow in the wilderness, you – even you – can see the power and glory of God breaking into your story.  I am how that’s possible.”  
…
So what do you want?  And What will you find?  If you’ll come to Jesus, you will find heaven has been opened.  But Jesus doesn’t just invite us to look.  He invites us to respond.  And that brings us to the final question: Will you follow?

Verse 43 says:
The next day Jesus decided to leave for Galilee. Finding Philip, He said to him, “Follow Me.” (John 1:43)

This section starts with Jesus asking, “What are you looking for?”  And then He reveals Himself to Nathanael as the One who sees everything, knows everything, and has been present all along.  And in the midst of that Jesus commands “follow Me.”

And this isn’t just a command, it’s also Jesus’ answer to our deepest longing.  He is saying: “If you want what you’re looking for – follow Me.”  
…
Psychologists tell us the deepest human need is to be fully known and fully loved.  We need both.  If we are known but not loved, that’s rejection.  And if we are loved without being known – that’s sentimentality.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  Tim Keller makes this point] 


But this creates a problem.  See there are parts of us we don’t want anyone to know.  Parts that are shameful, selfish and broken.  So we keep our lives hidden under the fig tree.

And this creates what I like to call the porcupine dilemma.[footnoteRef:4]  See when my dog showed up with that face full of spikes I thought, “Wow, a porcupine might look cute, but with all those quills how can a porcupine possibly get close to another porcupine?”  I mean the things that protect them from one animal would also keep them from each other.  Like if one of those 30,000 quills sticks you it’s like a fishhook.  You have to cut it off to get it out.   [4:  This comes from Pastor JD Greear] 


And people are like porcupines.  Once we’ve been hurt once or twice, we develop these barbs that protect us but also keep us from getting close to each other and to God.  And lots of us have this story.  And some of you are wondering whether it’s even worth trusting again – whether it’s worth being vulnerable, worth being known – because the hurt is too great.”  But this defence mechanism is in conflict with our great need to be known and loved.  So what do we do?

Well, Jesus says, “Don’t try to solve this under your fig tree by yourself - follow Me.”  See Jesus solves the porcupine dilemma.  He sees you and loves you.  And at the cross, He absorbed every barb – every quill – of your sin, and the sin of those who hurt you, so the infinite chasm between you and God could be bridged.  


This is why Jesus came as the Lamb of God.  See Israel thought they needed a Messiah on a war horse who could deliver them from Rome and fix society.  But what they actually needed was a Saviour who would build a staircase down to the stone-pillowed pit we were all wallowing in and de-barb our hearts removing the sting of sin, so we could come home to God.

And because He did this, whatever it is that you’re looking for – even if you don’t know how to name it – Jesus knows what you need.  And He asks: “Will you look to Me?  Will you follow Me?”
…
Now here’s the sticking point.  If you won’t look, He won’t force you.  He won’t twist your arm and make you receive the abundant life He offers.  But if you will follow Him then He will change you at the level of desire.

See right now the human condition is that we get led astray looking in all sorts of places for the happiness we seek.  Our hearts yearn for these things that don’t deliver, and we just end up with more quills in our face.  Our desires are distorted.  

But if you will come to Jesus He won’t change what you do.  He’ll change what you want to do.

In this sense Jesus is the real Ozempic.  You’ve probably heard of this wonder drug that they say changes your cravings.  Like people who used to drink 4 drinks a night all of a sudden go months without wanting alcohol at all.  Their desires have shifted.  Well I don’t know what the side effects are of that drug, but I’m sure there are some.  

But Jesus says if we will come to Him, we will find what we actually want, which isn’t just stopping our vices – like we saw with Exodus.  Salvation isn’t just about getting out of Egypt – it’s about encountering the God who made us and wanting what He wants for us.  

And Jesus is that God.  And He thinks that if you will come to Him you will find what your heart was made for.  You will find the true bridge between heaven and earth.  You will find God Himself coming down to walk with you.  That’s what Jesus thinks.  So ask yourself how is following what you’ve been thinking working out?
…
Friends, Jesus wants you to have the abundant life you’ve been seeking this Christmas.  A life where heaven is open.  A life where you are fully known and fully loved.  A life where God Himself draws near.

So the question is simple—but everything hangs on it: Will you look to Jesus?  Will you follow Him?

