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“The Stories We Tell” 
Psalm 40:1-11 and John 1:29-42 

 Jesus’ first words in the Gospel according to John are the ones that we encounter here in 

our text this morning, v. 38.  Two of the Baptist’s disciple have begun to follow him, and Jesus 

turns and asks, “What are you looking for?”  The fact that these were his first words in the 

gospel gives them added weight.  It makes one wonder if this isn’t the very question that he is 

asking of every one of us: what are you looking for; what is it that you want to find in this brief 

life of ours? 

 There are all kinds of ways in which people might answer that question: to find true love; 

to be more successful; a spouse; children; the perfect home; or any of the many “mores” that 

dominate our thinking – more power; more influence; more pleasure; more prestige; more 

money.  If Jesus was here right now, asking that question of us face to face, perhaps he might 

even push a bit further; asking just what it is we think these things are going to bring.   

 Most of us, maybe all of us, would connect them with happiness or a sense of contentment, 

“If only I can get this then everything is going to be okay!”  In our minds we’ve connected them, 

whatever they are, with finally filling the emptiness we feel inside. 

 And there is the issue: so long as we believe that what is missing is something outside of 

ourselves, something we don’t already have, then we are going to spend our entire lives striving 

for something more.  John D. Rockefeller was one of the richest people of all time.  At its peak, 

his net worth was equal to about 1% of the entire US economy.  He owned 90% of all the oil 

and gas industry.  Someone once asked him, “How much is enough?”  Rockefeller, even with all 

his wealth, responded, “Just a little bit more.” 

Is that what you want to live for?  More of whatever it is you think is missing?  We all 

know people who have gone there, people who seem to have it all but who have made an 

absolute mess of their lives trying to gain whatever it is they think they don’t already have.  

Maybe the answer isn’t out there.  Maybe it is here, in our hearts.  The great first century 

philosopher, Seneca, once said that it isn’t the one who has too little who is truly poor, but the 

one who always craves something more. 

******* 

 “What are you looking for?”  Jesus asks.  The two men in our text don’t actually offer a 

direct response.  Instead, they ask Jesus a question: “Where are you staying?”  But with that 



question they have given him their answer.  They want to be where he is.  He is what they are 

looking for.  They want to hang out where he can be found. 

 It was the testimony of John the Baptist that led them to Jesus.  Twice John had pointed to 

him and shared his witness.  In v. 29 we find him saying, “Here’s the lamb of God who takes 

away the sin of the world!”  He goes on (v. 31) “I didn’t know him at first,” but then adds (v. 32) 

“I saw the Spirit descending from heaven like a dove, and it remained on him.”  Again, v. 33, “I 

didn’t know him,” but then recalled that God had told him that the one upon whom he saw the 

Spirit descend would be the one who bestows that Spirit on others.  And so John knows, v. 34, 

that this is the very Son of God. 

John is saying two very important things about Jesus.  First, he is saying that Jesus is that 

lamb that the prophet Isaiah talked about: the one whose suffering will bring healing and the 

forgiveness of sins.  And second, he is saying that through this same Jesus we can now receive 

God’s Spirit – that Spirit who brings God’s presence and God’s power into our lives.   

Think about that: deliverance from that sin which shames us and that so undermines our 

lives – the very John uses means “lifts away.”  Jesus takes this sin and lifts it from us.  And then 

the power to actually change; a power that is so much greater than our own, that power which is 

God’s own presence in the form of the Holy Spirit.  No wonder those two disciples started 

following Jesus.  They listened to John.  They took what he was saying to heart.   

But if this is true, if Jesus really can deliver us from sin and grant us the power to change, 

then how come the whole world hasn’t turned towards him?  The answer, of course, is that lots of 

people have.  We encounter their witness all the time.  But the truth is there are far more people 

who have only turned part way.  Maybe they’ve gone to church and mouthed the right words, 

but they’ve never gone that next step of giving themselves fully to God.   

They are like that child whose hand got stuck in a jar.  Hearing his cries, his parents rushed 

to his side and tried everything they could think of to free his hand.  As his cries grew louder and 

more intense, the parents finally broke the jar.  That’s when they found his fingers clutched firmly 

around a quarter, forming a fist that had made it impossible to get his hand back out.   

In the same way, there are those of us who can’t let go.  We want what Jesus offers, but 

we want to hold on to this world and to our sense of control.  We believe that no one could know 

better than us what it is we truly need.  We want to trust, but we hedge our bets and the result is 

a kind of lukewarm Christianity that inevitably disappoints; a faith that is really no faith at all.   

Jesus talked about this kind of believer in his Sermon on the Mount, “Not everyone who 

says to me, Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of 

my Father in heaven” (Mt. 7:21).  Jesus isn’t saying that God is going to punish us by keeping us 

out.  He is simply describing reality.  If we don’t make those choices that open our lives to the 

Kingdom, then we aren’t going to experience it.  We are like the person who dips her foot into 



the pool and then claims to have gone for a swim.  God doesn’t keep us out.  It is we who keep 

ourselves out by failing to follow the way that Jesus reveals. 

Maybe we go to church every Sunday.  That’s wonderful!  But do we love our enemies, do 

we pray for those who persecute us, do we work at forgiving the person who has hurt us deeply?  

Maybe we spend time in prayer and study every day.  That’s so important!  But do we use the 

resources that God has given us – our time, our gifts, our money – in ways that are pleasing to 

God?  Does pleasing God even enter into our thinking? 

The Kingdom of God, the life we’ve always wanted is right here.  It’s all around us.  It 

broke into this world in the person of Jesus, and it is Jesus who now offers the way in.  But we 

aren’t going to find it as long as we keep holding onto the old kind of life.  We aren’t going to 

experience what Jesus offers so long as we keep holding back. 

What are you looking for?  The Kingdom of God isn’t out there beyond ourselves in 

finding something more.  No, the Kingdom of God begins right here, in our hearts.  It begins with 

the same choice those two disciples made so long ago: the choice to follow Jesus and seek him 

with all our hearts and minds and souls and strength.  Make that choice and the Kingdom will 

start breaking in.  Make that choice, and the contentment and peace and quiet joy that we’ve 

been looking for will start welling up from within like a boundless and ever-flowing spring. 

 


