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John 1:43-51

The Gospel of John is the fourth “Gospel” account in the New Testament, and it’s unique.
Matthew, Mark, and Luke are what we call the “synoptic”” Gospels- meaning that there’s a basic
similarity to the order of events they tell. They give different details and include accounts that
other Gospels don’t, but the three synoptic Gospels are very similar. But John is different. John
was a disciple of Jesus and his Gospel is very unique. It includes many events that are not
included in the other Gospel accounts- and one thing John likes to include is conversations,
encounters with different people. Today, we see one of the first major encounters with Jesus: The
Skeptic. A skeptic is someone that does not believe in Jesus, or does not believe something that
Jesus says. In fact, there are many things they do not believe and they will have many reasons for
that lack of belief. How does Jesus address a skeptic? How do we address a skeptic- because
chances are you know at least one!

Jesus first calls Philip, who ends up being one of his twelve disciples. This happens in Galilee,
the northern part of Israel, which has a bit of a reputation among Jesus’ people as being a bit of a
spiritually “dark™ place- a lot of sin and sinners. And Philip goes to his friend Nathanael. We
don’t know much about him. Many Christians throughout history have assumed that Nathanael is
actually Bartholomew, who was one of Jesus’ disciples. We don’t know that for sure, but it
doesn’t matter that much. What matters is this- he became a believer that day for several reasons.
Firstly, because his friend invited him. You can feel the excitement of Philip! “We found him!
He’s finally here! The offspring of the woman that would crush Satan’s head! The seed of
Abraham that would bless all nations! The true lamb of God whose sacrifice would pay for all
our sins! The promised descendent of David that would be King over God’s people forever! The
Messiah- the anointed one that would defeat all of God’s enemies and save us forever! He’s here!
The moment all our ancestors desperately wanted to see- it’s finally here! Come on! He’s Jesus
son of Joseph of Nazareth!”

“Nazareth?” Nathanael hears “Nazareth” and immediately he’s out. What’s wrong with
Nazareth? Philip is from Bethsaida, and we can assume Nathanael is at least from that area, and
Nazareth wasn’t far. Apparently, Nazareth had a reputation of being a backwater,
middle-of-nowhere, insignificant town. Nathanael is being a little uppity- Bethsaida isn’t that
great of a place, either. That would be like someone from Whitewater saying, “can anything good
come out of Jefferson?” Because Jesus is from Nazareth, Nathanael doesn’t even give him a
chance. He doesn’t even consider the possibility that Jesus could be the Messiah- think about
how tragic that could have been! He could have missed out on meeting the Savior of the Wolrd,
God in the flesh, because of his arrogance and pride! And this still happens today. You’ve heard
the excuses. “Science disproves the Bible.” “The God of the Bible is too harsh, too restrictive.”
“I can’t believe in a God who does or says this.” “Christians are all hypocrites!” “I don’t believe
any one religion can be the true one.” “I don’t think anyone important, worth my time, and



certainly not the Messiah could possibly come from Nazareth.” But, for the sake of argument,
let’s be charitable with Nathanael. Is he just being snobbish and arrogant? Maybe, but there’s
something legitimate he’s pointing out. The Messiah, according to the Old Testament, is
supposed to come from Bethlehem- not Nazareth. That’s a good point. Let’s not make the
mistake of assuming that every objection to Christianity today is just arrogance and bias. There
are some legitimate questions we need to take seriously about science and the Bible. There are
some philosophical reasons why someone wouldn’t believe in God, or the God of the Bible, that
hold some logical weight. The Bible does say some challenging things- even things that may
come off as self-contradicting. Throughout history, Christians have indeed been responsible for
some atrocious things- and even today, the way I see some Christians conduct themselves, I’'m
not sure I’d want anything to do with Christianity either! The reasons people have for rejecting
Jesus and his Word often have some weight to them, they have questions that need to be
answered, and so does Nathanael! What is the correct response to all these questions, defeaters,
and reasons that Jesus couldn’t possibly be who he claimed to be?

Come and see. Good question, Nathanael! I don’t know that one! Come and see! Johann Bengel,
a Lutheran New Testament scholar a few centuries ago called this the “optimum remedium contra
opiniones praeconceptas”’- the best remedy against preconceived opinions. [’'m not saying we
don’t have answers to hard questions. We do, and we take seriously what Peter says, to always be
prepared to give a reason for the hope that we have. What about science and evolution? We have
answers. What about the trustworthiness of God’s Word? We have answers. What about Hell,
what about the existence of evil and suffering, what about my freedom, what about roles of men
and women- we have answers! We have good, compelling answers! If I didn’t think they were
compelling, I probably wouldn’t be up here today! But you don’t necessarily need to know the
answer to every question. You need the courage and the humility to say, “I don’t know
everything. But I know that this Jesus is different. You have to come and see. Come and see.”

And for whatever reason, Nathanael does. And Jesus shouts, “Here’s a true Israelite in whom
there is no deceit!” Jesus is complimenting him! There might be a hint of playful sarcasm, but I
think Jesus is being genuine here. Here is a true Israelite- as opposed to a false Israelite. A false
Israelite was one who, although being a part of the covenant people of Israel, didn’t actually
worship or serve the God of Israel. A true Israelite is someone who actually reads the Old
Testament, believes it, prays, trusts in God, and is actively looking forward for the Messiah to
come. He is a genuine believer in God in “whom there is no deceit.” Jesus seems to be quoting
Psalm 32- which we also quoted when we did the confession and absolution today: “Blessed is
the one in whom there is no deceit.” Jesus is saying that Nathanael is a true believer in God who
knows that he is a sinner in desperate need of forgiveness! And for whatever reason, this makes
Nathanael stop dead in his tracks. It’s possible that he had just studied Psalm 32 and asked God
to make him a man in whom there is no deceit. He might have been thinking to himself, “I’'m a
true Israelite, there’s no deceit in my heart.” We’re not sure, but this clicked, and Nathanael



realized that this was not just some preacher. “How do you know me? How do you know what I
was thinking? How do you know what I prayed for? How do you know what’s going on in my
heart?” And Jesus says something still sends shivers down my spine: “I saw you- before Philip
called you, while you were under the fig tree.” What exactly Jesus is referring to is unknown to
all people except Jesus and Nathanael. There is a bit of evidence in the Rabbinical Jewish
writings that people were encouraged to read Scripture and pray alone, and often they would do
so under trees. So it seems like there was a moment when Nathanael was praying, reading
Scripture under a fig tree, and perhaps he was alone and no one could see him or so he thought.
Whatever the event was, whatever Jesus is talking about, it’s clear that Jesus can peer into the
very soul, and that he sees all things. And this was enough to completely demolish any wall of
skepticism that Nathanael put up: “You are the Son of God and the King of Israel!” Please
understand, to have a Jewish man call a human being the “Son of God” is a shocking thing. He
was making a claim- Jesus is equal to God and can do all things, and he is the promised king that
will reign over God’s people forever. All it took was that little phrase: “I saw you.”

What do you see when you look at this book? I’ll tell you what it claims to be. The writer to the
Hebrews says that the Word of God is living and active- a double edged sword that pierces bones
and marrow and exposes the deepest corners of the heart. The book will tell you things about
yourself that you didn’t even know. It will expose things in your heart you may or may not care
to admit. There’ve been a few moments here where after a sermon, someone will come up to me
and say, “How did you know? How did you know I needed to hear that?” I didn’t. But the Holy
Spirit works through his Word, and he works powerfully through his Word- “The Word that
comes from my mouth will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire.” A dear
brother once told me, “Pastor, you trust the Holy Spirit too much!” Guilty as charged. Jesus’
Word has a special power to break open and soften even the stoniest of hearts. Sure, there are
questions that need to be answered, but the power to turn a skeptic’s heart into a believing one is
found in God’s inspired, powerful, prophetic, sharp, piercing word. But there’s more! It’s not just
that!

Jesus seems to laugh at Nathanael- “You believe because of that? Because I read your heart?
That’s all it took? Thats nothing. Nathanael, very truly I tell you, you are going to see Heaven
open, and the angels of God ascend and descend on the Son of Man.” So, what is he talking
about? If you can’t tell, he’s referencing Jacob’s dream in the desert. Jacob, a broken, evil, sinful
man who destroyed his life, is given an undeserved promise- God is going to protect him, love
him, cherish him, and be with his family. Did he deserve it? No. But somehow, a holy God,
connected to a sinful world and gave undeserved love to a broken man. And now Jesus says, “I
am that ladder. I am that staircase to Heaven. I am the one who connects Heaven and Earth. I am
the God of grace that has mercy on liars, frauds, sinners. I am the one who sends the mighty
angels to protect. I am the reason you can be confident God will hear your prayer. I am the one



who will lay down my life and suffer for you, so you can again be at one with God. You haven’t
seen anything yet.”

A Christian pastor named John Dickson once spoke at an assembly on a college campus in
Sydney Australia. A muslim man rose to explain how ridiculous it was that the creator of the
universe would actually humble himself to the perverted and sinful whims of his own creation-
that he would have to eat, sleep, use the bathroom, and die. It was illogical that God could feel
pain, especially eternal pain for the sake of sinful people who hate him. The Christian minister
had no comeback. He simply said, “Thank you for making the uniqueness of the Christian claim
so clear.” He later wrote, “That which the Muslim considers blasphemous, the Christian holds
dear: God has wounds.” I know some of you are skeptical. Perhaps about Jesus as a whole,
perhaps about the Bible, or specific teachings of the Bible, but let me ask you this: Is there
anyone like this man? Is there anyone in all of human history who dared to claim to be creator of
the Universe, and who willingly allowed himself to be punished by his enemies, and prayed for
them as they were nailing his hands into the cross and laughing at him? Is there any God who
would be so intensely angry about your sin and so passionate about justice, but so kind, so
loving, that he would gladly suffer that punishment so you wouldn’t have to? Is there any God
who would go so low, suffer so much, endure such rejection, betrayal, loneliness, poverty,
shame, and wrath just to save you? Can you think of any God like that? I know you have
questions. Let’s talk. Let’s wrestle. Let’s see what God says. But first, come and see the God who
has wounds, who knows every deep, dark secret of your heart, and yet thought it worth his while
to suffer- just to have you. Come and see. Amen.



