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The story we just heard from John’s Gospel about the calling of Nathaniel 
is a rather odd story. But this should not surprise us, because John’s 
Gospel is a rather odd book. For one thing, John curiously does not inform 
his readers about his intention or the purpose of his book until the end. 
Most writers tip their hands in the introduction or on the very first page, 
saying things like: “This book is an exploration of the causes of the 
American Revolution,” or “In the chapters that follow, the reader will be 
introduced to the principles of basic physics.” – a statement that would 
make me close the book immediately! But John waits until the end, waits 
until we have read twenty chapters full of events like Jesus’ conversation 
with the woman at the well, the miraculous feeding of five thousand people, 
Jesus’ arrest and trial before Pilate, the crucifixion, and the disciples’ and 
followers’ encounters with the risen Christ; and then, and only then, at the 
end of the twentieth chapter, with only a few more verses to follow, does he 
tell us what his book has been all about – in case we haven’t figured it out 
for ourselves: “These are written,” he says, “that you may believe that 
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and believing, you may have life in his 
name.” 

The reason for John’s odd literary style, the reason why he makes us wait 
so long before showing his hand, is that John well understands what it 
takes for people to come to belief. John wrote his Gospel so that people 
would be able to believe, but he knows that people do not come to belief in 
Christ in the same ways that they come to believe in other truths, like the 
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fact that excessive taxation was a cause of the Revolutionary War or that 
Ohm’s Law is a trustworthy measure of electrical resistance. People come 
to faith in Christ only by having their personal life story merged into the 
Jesus story and being invited into the community of other believers in 
Jesus Christ. Like Samuel in the Temple, we do not instantly recognize the 
call of Christ and the claim of God upon our lives. It takes time, and it 
demands the testing of our own life experiences with the experiences of 
others. Only when we have experienced the story of Jesus by listening to it 
lovingly told by the Church, gradually learned to make it our own story, and 
slowly begun to see the world and ourselves in its light and truth, can we 
come to truly say: “I believe.” Full and authentic believing comes, in other 
words, at the end of the journey, not at the beginning. 

That is part of the message of this unusual story about the disciple 
Nathaniel. The story begins with Philip, another disciple, telling Nathaniel 
about his own faith in Jesus. “We have found him!” says Philip, “him of 
whom Moses and the prophets wrote, Jesus of Nazareth.” Today, 
depending on what vocabulary we feel most comfortable with using, we 
might call what Philip did “witnessing,” or “testifying,” or “evangelizing.” It 
was as if Philip had turned to Nathaniel at the office and said: “Brother, let 
me tell you about Christ;” or leaned over to Nathaniel on an airplane and 
handed him a religious tract. Some Christians think that this is all there is to 
it. You simply tell people about the Christian faith, then step away and just 
hope they will accept it. 

But John knows that there is more, much more, involved in coming to truly 
believe. Church history teaches us that early converts to Christianity did 
not, for the most part, understand and fully believe in the Gospel and then 
become a part of the Church. They did, in fact, just the reverse. They were 
first attracted to the Christian community, and only then, by living the 
lifestyle of that community and hearing the Gospel read, and explained, 
and discussed within the context of a faith community, did they come to 
believe. That is why, when Nathaniel scoffs at Philip, saying: “What good 
can come out of Nazareth?”, Philip does not turn away, dejected. Rather, 
he invites Nathaniel to “come and see.” But Philip’s word to Nathaniel is 
more than an invitation to come and have a look. In John’s vocabulary, 
“come and see” means “come and live,” “come and experience,” “come and 
be a part of the community of Jesus.” And Nathaniel does just that - come 
and see, and live, and experience - and it is then, and only then – there, 
and only there – that Nathaniel comes to believe. 
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“Can anything good really come out of Nazareth?” Nathaniel asks, after 
hearing that Jesus hails from there. In his mind, a small, secluded, 
backwater village of perhaps only thirty families, located not on any main 
highway or even any map, could hardly produce anyone of consequence, 
let alone the one the Jewish nation had waited and prayed for centuries, 
“him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote.” 

The same skepticism and prejudicial question reverberates through our 
culture today: Can anything good come out of that place? Can anyone 
worthwhile come out of that part of the world, or that school, or that 
lifestyle? Can anything of value possibly be expected to come out of that 
political party? 

But note what happens here in John’s telling of the story: Nathaniel comes 
to Jesus just as he is, complete with his prejudicial attitude, with his open 
contempt before open investigation. He may be, as Jesus notes, a man 
without deceit and without guile, but he isn’t without a healthy degree of 
skepticism and prejudice. And Jesus accepts him, anyway. 

Jesus does not say to him: “Get your act together, and then follow me,” or 
“Change yourself, so that I may love you.” The same insight Jesus uses to 
see an honest man and a future follower, also reveals Nathaniel’s inherent 
prejudice. But this does not prevent Jesus from accepting the man as he is 
– complete with his prejudices, and skepticism, and snarky sarcasm. 

Jesus received Nathaniel – even with his insular bias – received him just as 
he was. But he would not leave Nathaniel that way. The set of justifications 
and defenses that Nathaniel has developed and used to justify societal 
stratification and restriction, that has defended different levels of privilege 
and acceptability, will be shattered on the anvil of God’s unconditional and 
unending love. 

Had this would-be disciple wanted to remain just as he was, he should 
have stayed put where Jesus found him, under that fig tree. And, according 
to the Gospels, this is, in fact, where most people did stay when offered the 
opportunity to follow Jesus. They stayed put, right where they were. 

But unlike the majority of his contemporaries, John the Evangelist reveals 
Nathaniel’s movement, not just physically from under the fig tree, but his 
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spiritual movement and growth from regarding Jesus as just another small 
town loser, to his proclaiming: “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the 
King of Israel!” 

How do people come to believe? How are people moved from their 
prejudices? John knows. And wants us to know: by “coming and seeing;” 
by responding to the open invitation which every true Christian community 
gives to all who will hear, an invitation to come and join us, come and be 
changed, through worship of Christ and service in Jesus’ name. The 
invitation does not demand that people believe at the beginning of the 
journey. 

Rather, it beckons them to join us by rolling up their sleeves and pitching in 
as the Christian community serves others in Christ’s name. For it is there, 
John knows, that they will encounter the living Christ and “find life in his 
name.” And it is then and there, John instructs us, that they will come to 
believe in Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the Savior and Redeemer of the 
world. Thanks be to God! 

Amen. 


