Sermon for 08:30 and St Johns – 15th January 2012
Good morning everyone. As I was looking at the gospel reading for today I was struck by how some things have changed very little since Jesus time. Here we have Philip, a man who has become a disciple of Jesus going to his friend Nathanael to tell him how Jesus was the fulfilment of the Messianic prophecies in the Torah. To me there’s a sense of excitement about Phillips approach. This is the man we have been waiting for he says – at last after all these years, the time has come, God has acted, things are going to change. Philip is burning to tell everyone the good news. 

Now we see elsewhere in the gospel that Phillip is far from the perfect disciple – at the feeding of the 5,000 it is he who tells Jesus that there is no practical way that they can feed so many people. John tells us that Jesus was testing Phillip when he asks him where they can buy food for them, and so we can only assume he failed that test. In John 12 when a group of Greeks come to meet with Jesus, Phillip isn’t sure what to do – he has to clear it with Andrew first. But in this account  Phillip shines – he just wants his friend to share what he has found. 
And that’s what is so encouraging to us in our discipleship, our journey of faith. We know that we often fail the tests God sets us, we know that we miss so many opportunities, we so often don’t live up to our calling. But, just like Phillip, there are also times when it all comes together, times when we hear Gods challenge, when we respond in faith, when we know that we have been the means by which God reaches out to the world around us. That we have been a conduit for his love, and people have been blessed because of it. 
But Phillip has a tough nut to crack. Nathanael is going to take some convincing. He’s sceptical, he’s probably heard it all before, after all there had been, and would continue to be, many people who claimed to be the Messiah, only to fade away into obscurity. 
Why should this Jesus be any different? Like many faithful Jews Nathanael would have shared the longing for God to send a great leader who would free the nation and restore its fortunes. Across the land Prophets had proclaimed that the Messiah was indeed coming, but Israel was still under the Roman oppression. Perhaps Nathanael was somewhat jaded and cynical. And then, when he hears where Jesus is from, that only confirms his suspicions – Nazareth he scoffs, can anything good come from there? 
Maybe there was a tinge of prejudice in Nathanael’s response – and we don’t have to look far around us today to see that there are similar judgements being made even here in the UK. Scottish vs. the English, North Wales against South Wales, I’ve even been told that local communities here in Furness have historically been suspicious of each other, and of course there is the great  North-South divide. 
I came across this description of how people in London and Newcastle react to the cold weather. Not of course that it has been that cold yet this winter.
10 degrees centigrade - Londoners turn on their heating. People in Newcastle are out planting their gardens.

5 degrees – Londoners start to shiver uncontrollably. People in Newcastle sunbathe.

0 - Londoners wear coats, gloves and wool hats. People in Newcastle throw on a t-shirt and girls wear mini skirts.
-10 Londoners leave their heating on. People in Newcastle have a last BBQ before it gets cold.

-15 Londoners won’t go outside. People in Newcastle go swimming in the North Sea.

-25 Londoners move to the Algarve. People in Newcastle throw on a light jacket.

-50 Polar bears wonder if it is all worth it. Boy Scouts in Newcastle begin wearing long trousers.

-70 - Santa abandons North Pole. People in Newcastle put on long johns.

-110 - Alcohol freezes. People in Newcastle become annoyed because the pubs are shut.

Well we all know those clichés don’t we – its grim up North, those soft southerners, but of course, there is very little truth in them. It does seem though, that Nathaniels view of Nazareth was understandable. There is no mention of Nazareth in the Old Testament, or contemporary Jewish manuscripts, the Talmud or the Midrash or even other pagan writings. 
No-one of note had ever come from Nazareth, and indeed Jesus living there is part of the humility of his incarnation – in the same way that he was born in a stable, he also lived in a place that was completely insignificant to the rest of Jewish society.
I wonder if Phillip was disappointed by this response. If he expected Nathanael to share his excitement and joy. Nevertheless he doesn’t try to argue with him, to prove that Jesus is indeed the Messiah. He simply says, you don’t believe me? Fine – just come and see for yourself. Make up your own mind.

At the end of the day that’s something we all have to do. 
We can debate Philosophy and theology endlessly, we can look at the historical evidence and the Biblical prophecies, the miracles and the resurrection of Jesus, but ultimately the most powerful evangelistic tool is a personal encounter with him. 
Nathanael seems to have trusted Phillip, they were friends, he probably saw his excitement, and how important this was to him. So he went with him, and that principal is one that we still see the value of. For example we are encouraged to personally invite a friend to church at Back to Church Sunday, and to come with them. We do not have to convert people – God will do that, he just asks us to invite others to come with us to meet him. Nathanael knew his scriptures, he knew that God had promised that the Messiah would come one day, despite his disappointment and scepticism there was still hope that this Jesus could be the one. 
And despite all the scepticism and ridicule we might encounter as we share our faith with others, as we try to lead them to God, often there’s more going on than we can see. In my teenage years I was a real challenge for those who were trying to bring me to God. I was abusive, argumentative, dismissive, contemptuous. A real pain and a real trial to them. But despite that God was at work in my life, there was a hunger and an attraction that I could not deny. He was just patiently waiting for me to realise that and to drop the smokescreen arguments and have an honest conversation with him.
Eventually of course I responded, and Nathanael takes that risk too. Because trusting in God, and growing in faith is a risky business. What if I ask God into my life and nothing changes? What if I seek and do not find? What if I discover that there is a price to pay? So accompanying his friend Phillip maybe Nathanael is uncertain what he will find, but willing to give Jesus a chance to prove himself. 

And so the pair approach Jesus, and in the next few verses we see an electrifying encounter. It doesn’t seem that dramatic, but Jesus words have a profound effect on Nathanael.
Jesus sees Nathanael approaching and knows who it is. Not in the sense that he has heard about him, or has seen him in the crowd. He knows him completely and unambiguously. 
He sees to the heart of who Nathanael is, just as God knows each one of us better than we know ourselves.

‘Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit’. Some commentators suggest that Jesus was using a play on words here. That he was referring to the Patriach Jacob who was a man full of guile and falsehood until he wrestled with God, his life was turned around, and God renamed him Israel. But I prefer the simpler interpretation that Jesus simply spoke about what he saw in Nathanael. That he was an honest man, a man who was genuine in his faith, and who was unlike some of the hypocrites that Jesus would later condemn. It is Jesus encouraging Nathanael, recognising his integrity and his intent. 
God recognises the good in us too. Despite our failings God delights when we live up to who we were created to be. When we reflect something of his nature in our lives. He loves us and he’s proud of us as any parent is proud of their child.

We don’t always need to be focused on sin and repentance, necessary though that is sometimes, because God delights in us. And you get the sense in the passage that Jesus words stun Nathanael. ‘How do you know me’ he asks. Its not flattery or faint praise from Jesus, somehow Nathanael understands that Jesus can see to the core of who he is. That he really is praising him for his faithfulness and honesty.  God speaks to us in the same way. He speaks to the very heart of our being. Maybe through the words of a friend or fellow Christian, maybe through the Bible, maybe even through a sermon. He wants to encourage us as well as challenge us. Sometimes he just wants to say well done, good job, I’m proud of you.
Jesus reiterates to Nathanael that he knows all about him in his next words: ‘I saw you under the fig tree’. 
It seems that it was common practice among pious Jews to retreat to a solitary place to study and pray, and often they would choose a fig tree to give them shade from the light and heat of the day. The prophets had often used the fig tree as an symbol for the kingdom of God, for instance in Zechariah 3 v 10 ‘In that day, each of you will invite his neighbour to sit under his vine and fig tree, declares the Lord Almighty.’ Micah also used the image in the same way, and so fig trees became a popular spot for faithful Israelites to meditate in solitude.
So Jesus was saying to Nathanael – despite the fact that there was no-one else around I knew you were there, but maybe also confirming his desire to see the Messiah come and to see the Kingdom of God restored. 

Jesus did not try to tell Nathanael why he should believe that Jesus was the Messiah, he didn’t try to quote from the scriptures or offer him a miracle. He simply spoke to who Nathanael was. He cut through the cynicism and smokescreen to what was most on Nathanael’s heart. And it clearly had a profound effect. Nathanael responded immediately with simple faith and joy. ‘you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel’. That switch from cynicism to faith demonstrates the power of that encounter. The same power that transforms lives today as God speaks to each of us, to the things that really matter to us, to the heart of who we are.

He reminds us that we have been created in Gods image, that we have gifts and talents that can be used for a purpose. We are significant and loved. 
Jesus then goes on to connect with the image of angels ascending and descending a ladder to heaven that we first see in Genesis 28, where God promised that Jacob would be the Father of a great nation. Jesus symbolically replaces himself for that ladder. He is to be the bridge between heaven and earth, the way that sinful humanity can come back into a relationship with the Father. And he promises an exciting journey to Nathanael – you shall see greater things than these!  There was a lot to do, and Nathanael now had a personal invitation to be with Jesus and work with him. 

Nathanael was already a good guy, faithful and honest, but he still needed God to transform him and work through him. Jesus was going to be much more than the prevailing view of the Messiah and his Kingdom was going to be extended to the Gentiles as well as the Jews. We have all had that personal invitation to work with Jesus, and may we recognise his call, his celebration of who we are, and the part he wants us to play in the establishment of his Kingdom.
Men.
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