Who is it You Want?

Intro
Years ago, during COVID, I was doing some research, looking for some muck boots for my son Benton and me. We’d been hunting in working in wet fields and I needed a better pair of boots. I came across an ad came through my social media for muck boots and it was an incredible deal. I check the website and it was confirmed to be an amazing deal. By the end of my shopping, I had bought five pairs of muck boots. One for every person in my family for less than what it would usually cost to buy just one pair for myself. It was an incredible offer. I couldn’t pass it up.

After ordering, I got my confirmation email. I immediately got nervous when I saw the Chinese lettering. But … there was a tracking number, and it went to a website that had a lot of Chinese, but there was some English, and I could kind of find my way around. It felt real … but it also felt not right. It wasn’t what I expected. 

If you guys remember, during COVID, the whole world kind of shut down. Shipping shut down, and everything that should take a week turned into, you know, three months. I was watching this tracking number every day, wondering, “Am I ever actually going to get what I sent my money for?” I tried to even reach out to customer service, but there was a language barrier. I was just kind of left in the dark for months.

But that tracking number was real. I checked it every single day for months. Then one day, all of a sudden, it showed up on U.S. soil. I’m tracking it. I’m anxious to see whether or not I’m getting what I wanted to get. A couple of days later it gets to my house. In my mind I’m expecting a massive box with five pairs of boots in it. What I find is a small, flat package, about the size of an iPad. I opened it up and pulled out … a Burberry scarf — not a cheap one. Probably a $200 or $300 scarf … with a defective hole in it. I still have never owned a pair of muck boots. My family still mocks me every time I order something online. 

You don’t always get what you want. Sometimes what you think you are getting isn’t what shows up. And … sometimes … it’s the same with God.

If you start with the premise that Jesus was God, and was sent by God to earth … what was His purpose? What was He here for? The top answer would likely be that he was here to save us from our sins. That’s a big answer. Even more, you might say he showed up to defeat death – to conquer death – to take away the sting, the pain of death, and give us the ability to have eternal life. That’s a big deal. Those are both great answers and explanations backed by the New Testament. 

But … what if one of the reasons … what if one of the big reasons that Jesus came to earth was … to reveal God? And if it was … if He came to reveal God … what if He doesn’t reveal what we expect? What if you were expecting muck boots but you get a Burberry scarf? How do you reconcile what you expect from God versus how Jesus presents God? How do you reconcile what you think God should be versus who God really is?

I think it’s why sometimes people think Jesus is a scam. That’s why, sometimes, people don’t buy the Jesus story. Because they want an affirming God – a supplying God – an avenging God – and he doesn’t always meet our expectations.

So, who is Jesus? Who is He? And if He doesn’t match what you want Him to be, then what? If Jesus doesn’t match what you want Him to be, does it matter? 

Jesus and Disappointment
When looking at the red letters in the Gospels, there’s a trend of something that pops up all over the place. We see it in places like John 7. In John 7, there’s some religious teachers who don’t really like the things that Jesus is doing because it went against the rules. We talked about this a couple of weeks ago, where Jesus healed somebody, but He did it on the wrong day of the week. He healed the man on the Sabbath. So, there’s some conflict.

Then, in the larger conversation, Jesus says to these teachers, “Stop judging by mere appearances. Make a right judgment.” Stop judging by mere appearances and make a right judgment. Essentially, Jesus is saying, “You need to make sure that you’re seeing things accurately.” He’s telling them, “Don’t discount me because I’m not what you expected. You need to be willing to change your expectations.” 

The problem that most of us have is that we set our hearts to the things that we want. We have this idea of what we think God should be. But then, what if God shows up and reveals something a little bit different? What if God shows up and reveals something that didn’t exactly fit the way that we expected? What if we don’t get what we want?

It gets even more complicated in John chapter 8. He’s talking to the same group — Pharisees, religious teachers, professional religious people. He calls them “children of the devil.” And in verse 47, He says, “He who belongs to God hears what God says. The reason you don’t hear is that you don’t belong.” That’s pretty aggressive, in your face kind of teaching, right? He’s telling them, “You don’t see God because you’re looking for a God of your design. You don’t hear God because you’re listening for a God of your design. You set your heart to what you want … but you don’t always get what you want.”

Transition
You can find these kinds of interactions all throughout the gospels. But, fast forward to John 18 and the scene where Jesus is getting arrested. Jesus asks a very practical question – but I think it may be the questions he’s been asking the whole time he was on earth. It’s a big crescendo type moment. He asks them, “Who is it you want?” Who is it you want? 

Isn’t that the same question He’s been asking all through His ministry. Everyone who comes to him wants something. Every one of them expects something. But what if Jesus doesn’t match your expectations? What if Jesus isn’t who you want Him to be? 

What about you? Who do you want God to be? Do you want God to be some big grandpa in the sky who gives you hard candies while he tells you stories? Is that who He is? Do you want God to be your buddy who always thinks the best of you? Or, do you want God to be … angry, wrathful, authoritative? Do you want him to be the punisher of evil? 

Who do you want Jesus to be? Do you want the cool, calm, laid-back kind of hippie Jesus on the beach, hanging out? Do you like the “friend of sinners” Jesus, the one who’s the opposer of institutions? Do you want Jesus to be a teacher, maybe a sage, the wise guy who’s got all the answers? 

What if Jesus isn’t who you think He is? What if Jesus doesn’t match your expectations?

John 18
So, Jesus asks the question, “Who is it you want?” But you need to see the context of the question.

Jesus is in an olive grove in the middle of the night. He’s got His eleven disciples somewhere in his vicinity. He used to have twelve; one of them quit on Him earlier that evening. Judas has left; he’s abandoned Jesus. But … Judas knows the place. He’d been there before with Jesus. Because Judas shows up to finish his betrayal.  

And he doesn’t show up alone. We’re told he had a detachment of soldiers. There isn’t clarity about what that means. But it’s probably a bigger number than what you would expect. I’ve read estimations as low as 200 and potentially up to 1,000. There’s a large number of Roman soldiers with Judas. Why? Why would there be Roman soldiers with this strange Jewish peasant who’s bringing them to Jesus? What do they have in this? Why would they care?

Five days before this, on Sunday, a big event happened that you may be familiar with, called the Triumphal Entry. This guy, Jesus, strolls into town, and the crowds are whipped into a frenzy celebrating Him. They treat Him as if He’s the new king. Jesus gets an inauguration parade — except He has no authority. He’s not been elected. He has no position. That makes this behavior a threat to the Romans. 

To the Romans, He’s dangerous. He could be an instigator. He could be riling everybody up, trying to start something. That makes him … crucifixion-worthy. He’s a threat to the authority and the throne. So, if you don’t want to bend your knees to Him, then you’d better make Him dead … and you better keep Him dead.

But that’s not all. Five days before his arrest is the Triumphal Entry. The next day — four days before his arrest, the coronated Jesus goes into the temple courts and tears the place apart single-handedly. He causes a big scene and it looks a little bit like … a riot. 

To a Roman, civil unrest was a capital offense. It’s absolutely unacceptable. Their biggest job after conquering an area centered around the idea of keeping the peace. Anyone who disrupts the peace is now a target. Religious places of worship were especially protected. We might dismiss Jesus’ behavior as a minor disturbance – a religious debate – but to the Romans, He’s now a mortal enemy.

Just a couple of years before this Passover festival when Jesus was arrested — just a couple of years before that there were 1,000 people who were killed because they had started a riot. Roman soldiers came in and cleaned them out. And now, during the Passover, Jerusalem has swollen with people coming in for this religious holiday. There’s over a million people in Jerusalem, and if some guy’s going around creating some tensions … or creating excitement … then the people are primed for riot and rebellion. The Romans better do something about it before it’s too late. Either follow Him … or kill Him.

So … Judas shows up with somewhere between 200 and 1,000 Roman soldiers because, in the middle of the night, they don’t know what they’re going to find. They don’t know what they are stepping into. 

Jesus asked them, “Who is it you want?” If we asked the Roman soldiers, “Who did they think Jesus was?” they’d call Him a riot starter. They would call Him a revolutionary. They would have called Him a rebellion leader.

That’s not even the entire company that Judas brings with him. He brings even more than that. He brings some officials who worked for the chief priests in the temple. These were the temple guards; the enforcers … because the temple had some muscle too. And they need to be there because the Jewish leaders need to have eyes on the scene. They need to know what’s going on and how it’s all going to go down. 

Jesus asked, “Who is it you want?” Who did they think Jesus was? They called Him a traitor to Judaism. They called Him a hater of God. They called Him a son of Satan.

And that’s not all that Judas brought with him. We’re told that there are also some Pharisees —religious teachers. They’re on the scene because they have something to fight for. Jesus has challenged them and called them out everywhere He goes. Jesus personally attacked their authority and their understanding of God. They want to see this run that Jesus is on come to an end. They want to be there to see and witness the end of His ministry. 

Jesus asked, “Who is it you want?” Who did the Pharisees think Jesus was? They called Him a liar. They called Him a deceiver. They called Him a manipulator.

The most curious to me is Judas himself. I wish I could know who he thought Jesus was. There’s this part of me that wonders whether or not he was actually … maybe a supporter. Maybe he thought Jesus was the Messiah, but he just didn’t like the way that Jesus was going about stuff. So, he kind of tries to force Jesus’s hand without realizing what he was doing. The more plain explanation is that he was just a traitor. Judas knew what he was looking for in a Messiah, but Jesus didn’t meet his expectations. So, he turned his back on him. Some of the Gospel writers suggest that Judas was overtaken by Satan — maybe he was demon-possessed. I don’t know what Judas thought of Jesus.

We do know that Judas shows up … with Roman soldiers and temple guards and religious leaders … it’s a massive group of people. They have torches. They have lanterns. They have weapons. And Jesus asks them, “Who is it you want?” They all have a different explanation of who they are looking for. They all have an idea of who Jesus is, but does it match who He actually is? Does it match who He really is? And if it doesn’t match … then what? Does Jesus change to match their expectations? Someone has to change something, right?

Who is it you want? 

Jesus asks this question, “Who is it you want?” They say they’re looking for Jesus of Nazareth. And Jesus responds to them with a simple phrase: “I am He.” That’s what your English translation probably looks like. Except that He doesn’t really say, “I am He.” He kind of does, but not really. What Jesus says doesn’t make sense in English, and so the way that we make it make sense for us in our language is “I am He,” but that’s not what Jesus actually says. 

The phrase, exactly according to what Jesus says, is “I am.” It’s the same idea, the same kind of words that are found in the Old Testament, in Exodus, when God appears to Moses and tells him to go and rescue the Israelites out of Egypt. Moses says, Well, who am I supposed to tell the Egyptians I’m sent by? Like, whose authority do I have to show up and do this? Who am I supposed to tell them has sent me?” And God says to Moses, “I am.” I am.

These are big words for the nation of Israel celebrating a Passover feast. The God who identifies Himself as “I am,” as an authoritative, confident, in-control God … the God who is “I am” who saved the Israelites from Egypt – the very focus of the holiday they are celebrating … that God now has his words stolen by this guy in a garden in the middle of the night. 

The Roman soldiers wouldn’t have got it; they would have missed it. It wouldn’t mean anything to them. But the Jewish contingent that’s there — they knew exactly what He was saying. The disciples heard it and knew exactly what He was saying. The temple guard and the Pharisees were there — they knew exactly what He was saying. This is Jesus … as He’s being arrested … making a claim to be God. 

Who does Jesus think He is? (Big Pause) He thinks He’s God.

Then something absolutely strange happens — something absolutely weird. When Jesus says, “I am,” it says that they drew back and fell to the ground. It’s a strange thing to think about in my mind. I’ve always imagined this scene as being just a handful of people — just a couple of guys showing up to arrest Jesus. But this is a massive contingency of trained soldiers – killing machines built for battle. And when Jesus identifies Himself … they move back and fall to the ground? 

It’s hard to explain or understand. Hundreds of men in authority … all there to arrest a guy, to squash a rebellion … and a simple answer causes them to fall to the ground. Why?

There’s a guy named Tim Keller, who was a brilliant mind. He’s passed away recently, but he was a great preacher, great writer, great thinker. He looks at this passage and says, “Nobody can stay on their feet in the presence of God.” He says, “In the presence of God, everybody loses their footing.” 

He goes back to the Old Testament. In Ezekiel 1, there’s a moment where God appears to speak to Ezekiel. When Ezekiel sees Him, he’s knocked flat. Keller says it’s as if his bones kind of just turn to jelly. They just kind of melt and he falls to the floor. In Isaiah 6, the prophet has a vision, and he sees God, and it causes him to say, “Woe is me! I’m undone.” He says, “Woe to me! I’m ruined.” 

In the New Testament, Luke 5, Peter gets a miraculous catch of fish after following Jesus’ instructions. And it causes him to have this realization of Jesus, and he says, “Go away from me; I’m a sinful man.” 

Nobody can stay on their feet in the presence of God. Everybody loses their footing. And it seems like … maybe … Jesus gives them a glimpse. Just a glimpse … is enough to knock an entire Roman legion flat.

There’s this phrase called Mysterium Tremendum which comes from a study about people’s interactions with God and how they cause terror – and fascination.  What they found is that those who claim that they’ve had an experience with God … experience trauma. They experience holy terror … they’re overwhelmed … they’re undone. Keller says when man comes into contact with the purity of God … the infinity of God … they’re overwhelmed, and they fall back.

So … “Who is it you want?” Who is it you want? No one showed up that night wanting to arrest God, but they caught a glimpse. 

Maybe that’s what happened on that Monday, just a few days earlier, when Jesus is cleansing the temple. He drives merchants out of the temple. He sets animals free that were there to be sacrificed. The strangest thing about that scene to me is that He gets away with it. Where was the temple guard that day? Why are they showing up in the middle of the night to arrest Him? Why didn’t they do something that day? Where were the men who could physically step in and hold Jesus accountable? Or was that one of those moments when Jesus wasn’t a man? Maybe it was one of those moments where people caught a glimpse — just a glimpse — of God.

Conclusion
“Who is it you want?” That’s a huge question … a huge question. “Who is it you want? Who do you want Jesus to be?” Be honest with yourself. Be honest with your God. Who do you want Jesus to be? 

Do you want Jesus to be something you can pull out on Easter or Christmas — just kind of use Him when it’s convenient for you? Maybe you want Jesus to just be dead, and you want Him to be gone, and you want Jesus to be out of the way. Maybe in your mind, you want Jesus to be a myth — a legend – a story that’s kind of grown over the centuries. Maybe you want Jesus to be a teacher or a prophet — you want to respect Him for His wisdom and His anecdotes … His thinking. You want to respect Him in that sense, but no more.

Maybe you think Jesus is a peacemaker — the one who tells us to pray for our enemies. Maybe you think Jesus is a conqueror — the temple-cleansing Jesus, the figure in Chronicles of Narnia that is Aslan, a roaring lion. Maybe that’s who you want Jesus to be.

Maybe you want Jesus to be Messiah. Maybe you want Him to be Savior. Maybe you want Him to be the one who can take away your sins. Is that all, or do you want more than that? Do you want Jesus to be the Lord — to be okay with Him being your authority? Would you like Jesus to tell you how to live, or is that too much? 

Can I tell you the right answer? The right answer is: it doesn’t matter who you want. You can come to Jesus with all of your expectations, but the only Jesus being offered is the, “I am.” He is who he is regardless of your wants. All you can do is fall in line and accept. So, I don’t know who you want, but I know who you got.

Jesus IS a teacher. He’s a humble guide who shares wisdom — specifically wisdom for those who are willing to listen. Wisdom for those who want to hear, and to those who want to see. He reveals Himself to them, and His words give life. He is a teacher … but don’t you dare limit Him to being just a teacher. 

Because He’s also a healer. He’s a compassionate figure. He’s one who restores the broken and the sick. He’s a healer who restores the soul, not just the body. But don’t you dare limit Him to only a healer. 

Because He’s a shepherd. He’s a protector. He’s one who comes along and gently leads and cares for His flock. He protects them if He needs to; He heals them and gently guides them if He needs to. He does not spare the rod, but He’s loving, and his sheep know His voice. But don’t you dare limit Him to a shepherd.

Because He is also a Savior. He’s a Redeemer who offers hope and who offers salvation to humanity. He’s our rescuer. He is the one who saves us, even from ourselves. But don’t you dare limit Him to a Savior.

Because He’s also King. He is a sovereign ruler who has authority over all earthly powers. He reigns over all things. His voice speaks over all other voices. He receives parades in his honor. His presences pours out authority – so much that those in authority in this world … those who have physical power … they crumble when Jesus reveals just a sliver of himself. But don’t you dare limit Him to a King.

Because He’s the Light of the World. He is a radiant force who dispels darkness and illuminates truth. He’s more than a teacher — He’s a revealer of real truth. He reveals what is right and what is wrong in this world. But don’t you dare limit Him to the Light of the World.

Because He is the Son of God. He is the divine offspring. He is the embodiment of the essence of the eternal. He is THE one — He is God. He is the representative of God, and He is God. And you would think that’s a big as it can get. But don’t you dare limit Him simply the Son of God.

Because He is the Lord of Lords. He is the supreme master. He is exalted above all names and dominions. He has authority over all things. He’s not just a King — not just an authority bigger and better than the authorities of this world. He is the Lord of all things. Every rule, every law, every authority from gravity to thermodynamics falls under him. He is the Lord of all. But … he’s even more. Don’t limit Him to Lord of Lords. 

Because He’s the Alpha and He’s the Omega. He’s the beginning and the end. He encompasses all time and existence. He is all things at all times. And … don’t you dare limit Him to the Alpha and Omega.

Because He is the Creator Incarnate. The Living Word through whom all things were made. He is the engineer, the producer, writer of all things … walking among us. 

He is not a man starting a riot in Jerusalem 2,000 years ago. He is not some scheming manipulator. He is not some hippie leading a peace movement. He’s not a traitor to Judaism — He is the fulfillment of every hope and dream they ever would have had. 

He IS a revolutionary. He IS a leader of a rebellion … against the powers of this world — the powers of sin and death. 

And He’ll give you a glimpse … and weirdly enough … He’ll also allow you to push Him aside … if you choose … for a time. But one day, every knee will bow — similar to what we see in the garden. One day, every tongue will confess.

The big question — the bigger question than “Who is it you want?” — the bigger question is: Do you believe? Can you accept Jesus as He is? You have to make a choice. If he is who he says he is, then it change you – not him. If you aren’t changing, you aren’t believing.

Don’t just say you believe – do something with it. It’s what everyone else missed as Jesus is arrested. Don’t miss it. Don’t catch a glimpse and then go on with your life. Do something.
2

1

