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Epiphany 2  

Readings: 1 Samuel 3: 1-10;  Revelation 5: 1-10; John 1: 43-51 

Theme: "Can anything good come out of Nazareth? Philip said to him, 

‘Come and see’." John 1:46 

Programmes on television often portray people in a stereotypical manner. In 

crime dramas it is usually men who commit violent crimes against women. 

Farmers wear tweed jackets, wellies and use string to hold their trousers up! 

We are dismissive of people from certain places. Women from Essex are 

portrayed as the dumb blondes.  Many older jokes about the Irish gave a 

completely unacceptable view of the Irish people. Students from China were 

considered to always be good at maths. Fortunately, this type of overt 

discrimination has stopped but we do expect people to conform to our 

expectations. We should ask ourselves: Do we see Jesus in everyone - drug 

addicts, asylum seekers, long termed unemployed - ordinary people? 

 

Our readings today are about ‘calling’. Not shouting out but being summoned 

by God. We start by looking at the reading from John’s gospel. 

 

Prior to our reading today Jesus has been baptised by John the Baptist in the 

river Jordan. John the Baptist pointed out Jesus to two of his disciples, 

Andrew and another not named. He said: ‘Look, here is the Lamb of God’. 

These two disciples followed Jesus and spent the day listening to his 

teaching. Andrew then goes and tells his brother Simon Peter. So Jesus 

recruited his first two disciples. 

 

The next day Jesus decides to head home to Galilee. Here he meets Philip. 

Could Philip have been the other disciple of John who had spent his time with 

Jesus the day before? All we know is he came from Bethsaida, the same town 

as Andrew and Simon Peter. Perhaps they had suggested to Jesus to look out 

for Philip. Jesus tells Philip to follow him. Immediately Philip rushes off to find 

his friend Nathaniel. We can imagine him bursting with excitement as he tells 

his friend ‘we have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the 

prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth’. Philp surely expected 

Nathaniel to be excited too but he wasn’t. 

 

Nathaniel responds to Philip ‘can anything good come out of Nazareth?’ You 

can almost hear the sarcasm in his answer. Later in John’s gospel we find out 

that Nathaniel came from the village of Cana. He might have had low 



Online service  17th January 2021 

Carolyn Brawn 2 

expectations about anyone from Nazareth a bit of a rival village just a few 

miles up the hill from Cana. Nazareth was a rural backwater where the people 

lacked culture and spent too much time with the Gentiles. Not the sort of place 

devout Jews like Philip and Nathaniel would have expected to be the source 

of the Messiah. So, Nathaniel displays his prejudices. If you or I had been 

Philip, I am sure we would have argued with Nathaniel or tried to persuade 

him that he was wrong and that something really good had come out of 

Nazareth. Philp doesn’t tell Nathaniel he is a snob or he has got it all wrong, 

he simply says ‘come and see’ – find out for yourself. 

 

So we can imagine Nathaniel getting up, perhaps reluctantly, leaving the 

shade of the tree and going with Philip to Jesus. It is Jesus that starts the 

conversation by saying to those around: ‘Here he comes, look at him. He is a 

real Israelite. Genuine through and through’. Nathaniel is astonished and asks 

Jesus how he got to know him. Was this some special magic trick or had 

someone tipped Jesus off about Nathaniel? Then Jesus says ‘well I spotted 

you under the fig tree before Philip spoke to you’. Two key things to think 

about here. Firstly, that Jesus had already chosen Nathaniel to be one of his 

followers. Secondly, we are given the detail of the type of tree that Nathaniel 

was sitting under – a fig tree. In Rabbinic literature, people study the Torah 

under the fig tree, so Jesus is telling us that Nathaniel was a devout Jew who 

studied the scripture. 

 

But why was Nathaniel sitting under the fig tree and reacted as he did? Two 

suggestions to consider. 

• Nathaniel was completely at peace with the world, enjoying a time of 

rest away from the demands of life and work, secure in his own 

understanding of God. The prophet Micah tells of God providing people 

with peace and security: ‘They shall sit under their own fig tree:. 

Perhaps it was his tree and all was well. So, when woken by Philip with 

this strange news, he couldn’t believe that the one spoken of by Moses 

and the prophets wasn’t from Jerusalem where the temple was, but 

rather a little insignificant village. Hence his sarcastic reply. 

• The other interpretation puts Nathaniel as a person resenting the brutal 

Roman occupation and suffering from lack of peace and security. Now 

he is sitting under the fig tree, daydreaming about the promised 

Messiah who would put everything right. So, he was initially excited with 

Philip saying ‘We’ve found the Messiah’ but then bitterly disappointed 

by the rest of the sentence ‘Its Jesus, son of Joseph, from Nazareth. 
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Whether Nathaniel’s reply ‘nothing good can come out of Nazareth’ was said 

with sarcasm or disappointment – he made no attempt to hide his disbelief. 

Jesus doesn’t have a go at him for not believing rather he praises him for his 

honesty and lack of deceit. In this short exchange Nathaniel has truly seen 

who Jesus is, he may be from Nazareth but he has extraordinary insight. He 

tells Jesus: ‘Rabbi, you are the Son of God’- an exalted title, and ‘you are the 

King of Israel’ – the messianic title then explained. Jesus is surprised, perhaps 

amused that being able to spot Nathaniel under the fig tree was so great. His 

reply to Nathaniel says it all – you will see much great things than that. He 

goes on to tell the crowd, not just Nathaniel, (you here is in the plural) ‘You will 

see the heavens open and angels going up and down upon the Son of Man’. 

Those who had been studying the early scriptures would have quickly seen 

the link to the story of Jacob’s ladder. In Genesis we can read the story of 

Jacob sleeping in a deserted place and having a dream. In the dream he sees 

a ladder reaching from earth to heaven. Angels are seen moving up and down 

the ladder. When Jacob wakes up he says that truly God is in this place and 

he names it Bethel which means the house of God. 

Now Jesus is telling them that there will be no ladder but rather he will be the 

link between heaven and earth. They are now going to see the reality that 

Jacob’s dream was pointing too. From now on the house of God, the gateway 

to heaven, is to be found in Jesus, a living being not a building or place. 

Follow Jesus and see what it looks like when heaven and earth are open to 

each other. Jacob the father of Israel sees the future and now Jesus, the Son 

of Man, is the founder of the New Israel and our path to heaven. 

 

Out first reading today tells us about the calling of Samuel by God. Samuel 

doesn’t respond for the first three calls and only answers on the fourth call. 

God doesn’t give up when he calls us. We might not recognise God calling to 

us at first or even dismiss his voice as we are too busy with other things. But 

God will be persistent and we will not be told off for not recognising him 

straight away. Just like Nathaniel was welcomed by Jesus although he had his 

doubts. 

 

The reading from Revelations is rather different and of course more difficult to 

understand. But I like to think that John or whoever wrote Revelations really 

enjoyed his dream! The mighty angel calls out to ask if anyone is worthy to 

open the scroll being held in the right hand of the one seated on the throne. At 

first there is no response but then a lamb appears and takes the scroll and 

opens it. We know now that the lamb is Jesus and the scroll here is 
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representing the way forward. Similar in a way to the picture of the ladder – 

Jesus being the opening form heaven to earth.  Jesus is our way forward and 

we shouldn’t be looking back. 

 

God knows who we are and what we are like, our good bits and the bad!. He 

called Samuel to be a great prophet and Nathaniel to be one of the 12 

apostles, who would lead the New Israel. We have expectations of Jesus, just 

like Nathaniel did, and we want him to conform to our pattern. But he is not 

only the Son of God but also the Son of Man and therefore he is also one of 

us. What makes him special is that Jesus laid down his life for all of us - as 

unworthy as we are and from whatever background we come from. Following 

Jesus, Nathaniel and the other disciples would learn not to discriminate 

against humble and ordinary people.  

 

We too can sit under our fig tree and take time from our busy lives and it is 

important to do this to be with God. To enjoy the beauty of his creation and to 

know the reality of God’s presence and fell the warmth of his love. But 

remember in our worship we also gather beneath another tree: the cross of 

Christ, which is the tree of life. When we are called, we must respond by going 

to see, not ignore our calling and being open to all that God puts before us. 

 

 

 


