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“What Do You Want?” 
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Part of the series, Questions that Lead to Life 
 
 Jesus cares very much about what we want in life. So much so that, according to John, when Jesus began his work 
he didn’t preach a sermon or wrote a book. He didn’t hold a seminar or stage a publicity event. He turned to two people 
and quietly asked them a question: “What do you want?” 
 
 In fact, this question, “What do you want?” is the very first thing Jesus says in the Gospel of John, which might not 
what we expect. Not after John’s big buildup at the start of Chapter 1, where John goes to such lengths about who Jesus is. 
That Jesus was in the beginning with God as Word that spoke into being all that is. That Jesus was God coming to the 
world God made. That Jesus was the fullness of God’s magnificent grace and when he finally opens his mouth it’s to say, 
“What do you want?”  
 

Huh. A little anticlimactic? 
 
Although, in a way, “What do you want?” is the question of our lives. It was there when arrived in the world and 

we wanted food and warmth and comfort. We could only ask in screams, so the parent that held asked, What do you 
want? This question is there in our dying days, when we want comfort and companionship, though we’re so depleted 
might not be able to say many words. So we express it with sighs and looks, and a loved one asks, “What do you want?” 

 
All through life, even when we aren’t thinking about how we ask it, this question never leaves us. John’s Greek 

phrases it richly, so it could also be, “What are you looking for?” “What are you seeking?” “What do you hope to find?” 
Which might also sound like, “What do you long for?” “What’s your dream?” “What will make you happy?”  

 
This isn’t just the first thing Jesus says in the Gospel of John. It’s also what he comes asking us. And he asks it 

knowing the he knows the real answer better than we do. 
 
 Right before Christmas, our dog Brutus got sick. It happened pretty fast. The Friday after Christmas, we had to 
say goodbye to him. So now the bed he slept in just sits there empty. What do I want? I wanted Brutus to get better. But 
that’s the thing about Jesus’ question. If I dig down, I know I didn’t just want my dog to live. I want a world where death 
can no longer take what we love. 
 
 Maybe Jesus began his ministry with a question, because it’s the questions of our lives that get us digging for 
meaning and hope and truth. Most of the time we answer his question on the surface––“What do I want? A double tall 
latte with whole milk, please.” But no matter what we’re talking about, if we follow it long enough his bores down to our 
core. The truth is, there’s a deeper thirst that needs to be quenched. I need a pick me up that reaches the place that 
energizes my soul. What do I want? That person to respect me. But more than that, I want to know worth that no one 
could take away. 
 

Since it’s Jesus asking this question, “What are you looking for?” why don’t we ask it more often in church? The 
culture we’re in asks it all the time.  

 
When the iPad first came out, I said, “This thing is going to flop. Who’s going to pay hundreds of dollars for an 

oversized iPhone that lacks the functionality of a laptop?” So, it turns out Steve Jobs and a slew of developers in Silicon 
Valley know what people want better than I do.  

 
Which is why at Samsung and Apple and Google and all kinds of companies brilliant people are developing what 

we want even before we know we want it. We’re constantly being told what we’re looking for: a more expensive car, 
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shinier hair, a new pair of shoes, a better financial plan. Higher internet speed, a newer model phone. Even when it’s 
being asked under the radar, we’re made to engage this question of what we want. But Jesus doesn’t fly under the radar. 
He just comes straight out and says it: “What are you seeking?” 

 
It’s such great question for church, but that’s not where Jesus first asked it. He was close to the Jordan River where 

a man named John was baptizing and attracting disciples. John’s message was all about turning your life around. I bet 
John preached great New Year’s sermon. He was all about forgiveness and fresh starts and the possibility of change. He 
was also all about Jesus. 

 
One day when John’s disciples were with him, Jesus passed by and John said, “Look! The Lamb of God who takes 

away the sin of the world!” It was like saying, this is the one the world’s brokenness really seeks. John went on to say the 
whole reason he was baptizing was so Israel would see the Christ. John wasn’t in it for himself. He was in it for Jesus. John 
lived pointing away from himself and toward Jesus. Which is what the church is all about. The church is in it point away 
from itself and toward Jesus. 

 
And that’s what John did again when Jesus passed by the next day. John’s disciples were with him again when he 

said, “Look! The Lamb of God!” And John’s followers God the message. They walked away from John and went after 
Jesus.  
 

Lately I’ve read some stories by a journalist named John Leland. Mr Leland has been walking through life with six 
older adults after age 85. John’s about my age and he says he’s never done any work that’s brought him as much joy or 
hope or changed his life so profoundly. Which must meant that his listening to these older people must be connecting with 
something he’s looking for. 

 
Once, he was at the apartment of one of the subjects, Fred Jones, and Fred asked the journalist his definition of 

happiness. And then Fred offered his own. He said, “Happiness to me is what’s happening now.” Fred said this in his 
cluttered apartment that was up two flights of stairs that he could barely claim. It seemed to John Leland an unlikely place 
of find happiness. And Fred, whose health was failing, seemed an unlikely one to speak to it. 

 
But Fred insisted, “If you’re not happy at the present time, then you’re not happy. Some people say, if I get that 

new fur coat for the winter, or get myself a new automobile, I’ll be happy then. But you don’t know what’s going to 
happen by that time. Right now, are you happy?” Whenever [John] asked him the happiest time of his life, Fred didn’t 
hesitate. He said, “Right now.”  

 
Which brings us back to Jesus’ conversation with John’s disciples where he asked, “What do you want?” And they 

replied, “Teacher, where are you staying?” Which might sound like they were asking the address of Jesus’ apartment. 
Maybe they were, because Jesus replied, “Come and see,” and John says they saw where Jesus was staying and spent the 
rest of day with him.  

 
But in the Gospel of John, the place where Jesus is really staying doesn’t have an address. It can’t get cluttered and 

it doesn’t take two flights of steps to reach the door. In John, where Jesus is staying, or to use the old word, where he 
abides, is life of God. And that’s where his question, “What do you want,” always leads us: to the gifts and the lasting 
happiness that God wants to give us, and that only God can truly give us. 
 
 If we turned back in John to chapter 1, verse 18, we’d hear that Jesus comes to us as the one whose being is close 
to God’s heart. This helps us when we get to verse 39 and John’s Greek goes kind of wonky. Our NIV translation puts it, 
“They went and saw were he was staying.” But that’s not what the Greek truly says––“where he was staying,” in the past 
tense. It really says, “They came and saw where he is staying,” in the present tense.  
 
 John is telling us where Jesus is now, and is inviting is to be there with him. 
 
 The great gift that Jesus gives is welcome into his home. And Jesus’ home is his loving intimacy with God. If we go 
back to the image John gives us in chapter 1, verse 18, we find the a picture of Jesus laying his head on the heart of God 
the Father. That is the place he is staying. It’s where there is love. It’s where there’s security. It’s where there is peace. It’s 
where it doesn’t occur to you to want anything. Where you don’t need to seek anything. Because it’s all there in the God 
who’s as close as your own heartbeat. 
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 “What do you want?” Jesus asks this question to open the door of our heart where our desires lead us to seek many 
things that aren’t, in the end, what we’re finally looking for. Since it’s Jesus asking, the question also opens the heart of 
God heart to us, where we find, if we walk through that door, that we are the ones that God wants. 
 
 Today, Jesus gives us an invitation to his Table. Maybe this morning his invitation sounds like, “What do you 
seek?” “What are you looking for?” He’ll listen to all we have to say, whatever’s on our heart today, and then in response 
he’ll give us himself. He’ll lead us to where he’s staying, resting his head on the heart of God. 
 
 And if we accept his invitation, and lay our heads where his is, some place deep within us will say, “Yes. That’s 
what I want.” Amen. 


