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January 18, 2015 

Psalm 139 

John 1:43-51    Come and See 

 

Our gospel story today is a tough one to figure out, though it seems like 

it shouldn’t be. It’s hard to make sense of. Even though it seems like 

your basic account of Jesus calling his disciples. It seems straight 

forward. Philip and Nathanael meet Jesus. They see him and they 

understand who he is. And they make miraculous statements of their 

faith in him. Then they follow him with saint-like confidence. That’s 

how it should happen for Jesus’ disciples. That’s how it should happen 

for us, right? 

This story seems like it should be simple. These first disciples have just 

a few words with Jesus and then they commit their lives to him. In the 

real world, that would seem a bit incredible, but this is the Bible after all. 

And that’s how faith should go, right? But that’s not the message of 

today’s story. Today’s story assures us that faith is not that simple. And 

that disciples are not monochromatic. And neither is Jesus. The gospel 

of John is not a story of shoulds or oughts or expected religious answers.  

No, the gospel of John is full of questions and many layers of meaning. 
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It is full of irony and sarcasm and humor and there are many shades of 

postmodern grey. People meet Jesus; and some of them understand him. 

But most don’t. Even the disciples are confused most of the time. When 

Jesus talks, he seems to be speaking way up here, while everyone else is 

trying to listen somewhere down here. What he says is anything but 

simple. And most of it can only be understood much, much later; and 

that, after the fact, after the resurrection; and only when the Holy Spirit 

makes it possible. In John’s gospel, we see a Jesus in a world that does 

not know him. And that does not receive him. On the one hand, this 

gospel is unbelievably complex. It is the holy and unfathomable Word of 

God stuffed into a human being. But on the other hand, it says, come and 

see. Come and see and witness who Jesus is. Because you just might 

believe. 

Seeing is a major theme in John’s gospel. Right off the bat, John tells us 

that no one has ever seen God, but it is Jesus who has made God known. 

That is John’s claim: When we see Jesus, we see God. It is a shocking 

claim, one that would have offended any good Jew of Jesus’ time. But 

the gospel of John insists on it. Jesus IS God’s glory revealed to us; for 
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us to gaze upon and behold. Look and see God’s glory. There it is: 

Behold. Turning water into wine. Breaking bread. Raising Lazarus. 

Arguing with scribes and Pharisees. Washing disciples’ feet. Standing 

before Pilate. Standing battered and bruised, crowned with thorns, 

sentenced to death. Behold, God’s glory, being lifted up on a cross. 

Bleeding and dying. And three days later, appearing again very much 

alive. Let those who have eyes to see, see, says the gospel of John. Over 

and over again, we are invited to come and behold Jesus, the glory of 

God. 

In today’s passage, we have one of the first invitations to come and see. 

Jesus has already collected Andrew and Peter. And now in Galilee he 

has found Philip. And Philip, then, runs to find his friend Nathanael, 

because Philip has seen something in Jesus. He has seen something 

worth dedicating his life to. And we might wonder at him doing that. 

What was it about Jesus that got Nathanael so excited? What did he see 

that made him want to find his friend Nathanael immediately and tell 

him?  
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Maybe you have had an experience that you had to tell someone about. 

Maybe something affected you so deeply that you had to share. Maybe it 

was a book you just read or a movie you saw. Maybe it was a class you 

took at the library or the YMCA. Maybe it was a life-changing donut 

you got at the bakery. Whatever it was, you had to tell people about it. 

Not too long ago, I went to a restaurant in Lexington called the Soup 

Kitchen. And, man, was it good. Now, I like soup, a lot. And this soup at 

this place was great. And their grilled cheese sandwich was amazing. 

And after I experienced it, I think I told, like, everyone that they should 

go. Even if they didn’t like soup. Because they would after they went 

there! They even have an autographed picture of the Soup Nazi from 

Seinfeld. If that isn’t enough of an endorsement, then I don’t know what 

is. Maybe you have had an experience that you had to share, that you 

had to tell, that you just had to let others in on. 

When Philip met Jesus, when he encountered him, he experienced 

something. Something awesome. Something that made him want to go 

and tell a friend. Someone that Moses had written about and that the 

prophets proclaimed. Someone he didn’t even know he was looking for, 
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but had always been looking for him. And it’s so wonderful, he can’t 

keep it to himself. He runs to find his friend Nathanael. And if this story 

is what it seems to be, if it’s what it should be, then Nathanael would 

say, “Oh Boy! That’s great! I can’t wait to meet him!” But that’s not 

how the story goes. And Nathanael is much less enthusiastic. In fact, he 

appears rather doubtful. And even cynical. He brushes aside Philip’s 

words as if he is trying to sell him a new-fangled diet pill or a low 

interest, ballooning mortgage. Nathanael shakes his head and rolls his 

eyes. Oh Philip, poor, naïve Philip. You’ve found the one that Moses 

and the prophets talk about. And it’s Jesus, son of Joseph, of Nazareth. 

Really? Can anything good come out of Nazareth? 

Nathanael is skeptical. And that’s how many people in our culture feel 

today. Nathanael might as well be the patron saint for the 21st century. 

Because many of us are skeptical. Many of us are jaded. We have good 

reason to be. We know how things work in the world. Someone is 

always trying to sell you something. There is always some angle. There 

is always some catch. There is always fine print. People are skeptical. 

And they are skeptical of Jesus. And they are skeptical of his followers. 
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Because sometimes we seem to be trying to sell something too. We seem 

like we are trying to get people to ‘buy our product’. And the Christians 

who have received these goods, who say they have a message of love 

and service are judgmental and intolerant and hardly ever practice what 

they preach. So people are skeptical. They wonder can anything good 

come out of faith? Can anything good come out of the church? 

People today are skeptical just like Nathanael. But Philip insists. “Come 

and see,” he says. “Come and see for yourself.” So maybe just to humor 

his friend, Nathanael goes. Now remember, this story is not as simple as 

it seems. There’s humor and sarcasm here. So Jesus sees Nathanael he 

says: “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” Translation: 

“Here is a son of Israel, Jacob the trickster and the deceiver and 

ultimate faker, who will not tell you anything fake. Look out, this guy is 

blunt.” Nathanael responds: “Where did you come to know me?” 

Translation: You think you know me? You don’t. Jesus answers, “I saw 

you under the fig tree before Philip called you.” Translation: “Your 

cynical attitude is so gigantic, I could see it from a long way off.” 

Nathanael replies, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of 
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Israel!” Translation, said in all sarcasm: “You’ve got my number. You 

MUST be the Son of God and the King of Israel!” Jesus answers, “Do 

you believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig tree? You 

will see greater things than these. You will see heaven opened and God’s 

angels ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.” Translation: 

“You believe that because I said I saw you under the fig tree, Mr. 

Cynical. That’s all it took? Well, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet. How about if 

you just come with me and you’ll see more than even Jacob could have 

dream of.” 

In this simple passage there is a lot going on. So why? What’s the point 

of all this? What is John the gospel writer’s purpose in telling us this 

story about Philip and Nathanael? I think it’s that our stories are 

complicated. And that faith is too. And that Jesus can handle it. He can 

handle doubt. He can handle disbelief. He can even joke with Nathanael 

about it and trade witty comments with him. Because Jesus knows that 

those with eyes-to-see, will see. They will see God’s glory. Even if they 

can’t now, they will. Jesus is patient enough to know that there’s a lot 

more to the story; from where Nathanael is now to the last supper and 
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the cross and the empty grave; there’s a lot more to see before he will 

truly see. And the point is that Jesus knows that, and he knows 

Nathanael where he is. And all the same, he invites him to come and see 

for himself how God acts and how God so loves the world. 

The first point is that some of us are Nathanael. And that’s OK, because 

Jesus is not afraid of skeptics. He doesn’t mind if you have reservations. 

You can still follow him, even if like Nathanael, you don’t honestly 

follow or understand what he’s saying. Even if you are just here because 

a friend invited you. That’s how some of us got sucked into this. On 

accident. We were just checking this out as a favor to someone at work 

or a spouse or a family member. And here we are.  We came and saw, 

and we started to see more than we imagined was possible. 

The second point is that some of us are Philip. We have had an 

experience with Jesus and we want to invite others to come and see. 

Even if people think we are crazy. Even if we think they might say no. 

Philip knew his friend, Nathanael. And he must have known how he 

would respond, how he was always skeptical and prone to sneering and 

scowling. Philip knew Nathanael, but still, he invited him to meet Jesus. 
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And when Nathanael makes a snide comment, Philip does not get 

defensive. Like I would. I get defensive when someone says my 

hairstyle is interesting. You can bet I get defensive when someone acts 

like my faith is a fairy tale or suggests that Christians are all the same or 

wonders if anything good come out of the church. I would get defensive 

if I were Philip. But Philip does not get defensive. He knows that for a 

skeptic like Nathanael, it will take a first-hand experience. He knows 

that this is Nathanael’s issue. And he will just need to come and see for 

himself. Because whatever Philip says, it will not be as powerful as an 

encounter with Jesus. 

Some of us are Philip. Most of the rest of us could try to be a bit more 

like him. A bit more invitational. A bit more confident, a bit more 

insistent that there IS something to come and see in Christ. That there is 

a vision to behold. An experience of grace and joy and forgiveness and 

peace. We want people to come and see the glory of God that we have 

seen. If we can be a bit more like Philip, then we can share what this life 

in Christ means to us. We can share a vision that they can come and see 

for themselves. Come and see the Community Garden and the gift of 
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grace that it is our neighbors. Come and see the backpack ministry and 

pack some bags with us. Come and see what it’s like to sit with others in 

worship and study and prayer feel God’s love. Come and see how 

knowing Christ makes a difference to me and to all of us together. 

Whether we are Nathanael or Philip, Jesus is calling us. To come and 

see. To behold the grace of God, the incredibly complex, yet 

unbelievably simple love that surrounds us and calls us deeper and 

deeper. Come and see. Come and see God’s glorious grace. 


