“The Epiphany Perspective”

John 1: 43-51

I have recently become a Presbyterian who is suffering from presbyopia. That’s right, my eyes are finally beginning to show their age. Not so long ago, I started wearing reading glasses in order to read the newspaper. And just recently I got my first pair of prescription glasses. I suppose I have been very fortunate to make it all the way into my 50’s before needing any corrective lenses. It has given me a new appreciation for those of you who face vision problems.

In fact I had my first ever, full eye exam before getting these glasses. Man, having your eyes numbed is a really funky feeling! And having your pupils dilated - Wow! I left the ophthalmologist’s office feeling like actor Vin Diesel in The Chronicles of Riddick!

 And then I took my prescription to Wal-Mart where this nice guy named Sam fixed me up with these “progressive lens.” When I first put them on, it was not a pleasant experience. He told me it would take some getting use to them but to not give up. Well, I’m still working on that. Yes, I have a new perspective on the challenges of seeing.

 Today we have read from the Gospel of John. The fourth Gospel, as John is sometimes called, seems particularly interested in the theme of “seeing.”  John has a penchant for the metaphors of darkness and light. He seems peculiarly interested that folks “see” Jesus – that folks really come to understand who Jesus is. 

 John’s passion for seeing begins early in the evangelist’s tale. Jesus is the “true light that enlightens all humankind,” (1:9). But not all would see the light or follow the light. Later on in his gospel, John would say it’s because “some people love darkness more than light.” (3:20). And of course in the dark, you cannot see. But John’s passion is that people see – really see who Jesus is. 

We are in the season of Epiphany. The word epiphany means “manifestation.” In this season, we are invited to see – to behold – to take a good hard look and see Jesus. Another way to put it is that in Epiphany, we are invited to develop our spiritual perspective. And the brief passage in John 1 we have read today is a good entrée into this invitation.

 This passage is the second of two “call stories” in the John 1. Just like at the beginning of the other gospels, as Jesus begins his ministry he offers invitations to others to “follow him.” The first story tells of Peter and Andrew following after Jesus. And our story today tells of Jesus meeting up with Phillip and inviting him to follow, which we are told Phillip does with enthusiasm – with such enthusiasm that he begins to tell his friends. It just so happens that Phillip’s enthusiastic witness to Jesus we get to eavesdrop on is to a young man named Nathaniel. 

 If it were not for John, we would know nothing of this early disciple. He is not mentioned in the other gospels. He is not included in the list of Jesus twelve disciples, even though some have speculated that he and the disciple Bartholomew is one and the same guy. But the Bible does not say that. As far as we know, he is one among the many early believers in Jesus. Of course, he did not start out as a believer. Nathaniel is one of those who needed an epiphany perspective about Jesus. His story may very well be instructive for our own perspectives. Join with me as we look closely at the story of Nathaniel. 

For our purposes today, I’d like to build our thoughts around three couplets of words. The first couplet is…

…Limited Perspective (v. 46a)

Phillip is obviously excited about having met this man named Jesus. Phillip we are told is from the same town as Andrew and Peter. We don’t know for sure, but maybe the two brothers introduced Phillip to Jesus; gave him their take on this man who was inviting their discipleship. And something about this Jesus was enough to inspire Phillip to say, “Yes, Yes, I will follow you. And not only that, I will help spread the word about you.”

 And Phillip does; he begins with a friend of his named Nathaniel. Phil goes to Nate and says, 

“You got to meet this man I just met. He’s the one we’ve been waiting for. He’s the one about whom Moses and the prophets wrote long ago. His name is Jesus. He’s the son of Joseph from Nazareth.” 

 And listen to Nate’s reply, 

“Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”

 In Nate’s question we come to our first couplet – limited perspective. Now from his perspective, Nathaniel is just being honest; just telling it as he sees it. Nazareth was a podunk little place. Did you know that Nazareth is not even mentioned in the Old Testament? It was obviously a place of obscurity. Some even said it was an ignominious place – a place of ungodliness and ill repute. (see Lectionary Homiletics, December 2008-Janaury 2009, p. 59). “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” Seems like a reasonable question from Nathaniel’s point of view. From his limited perspective, can’t you understand his skepticism and prejudice?

 Surely we can identify with Nathaniel. How many of us have not closed our eyes to someone because of our limited perspective? 

They couldn’t possibly be any good – they’re not even from around here! 

They went to the wrong school. 

They don’t have the right credentials. 

They’re poor and ignorant. 

They speak with a funny accent. 

Their skin’s a different color from mine. 

They’re religion is different from mine.

Oh, can anything good come out of Nazareth?

Sometimes we cannot see - truly see –because of our limited perspective. From the days of my youth I remember the song Ray Stevens, “Everything is Beautiful.” In one part of the song, Stevens intones:

“There is none so blind

As he who will not see

We must not close our minds.

We must let our thoughts be free.”

Yes, a limited perspective can blind us to what God may be doing. And that leads us to our second couplet of words which is…

…Different Perspective (vv.46b-47a)

 Now to Nathaniel’s credit, even though he had his own limited perspective on this guy named Jesus who Phillip was so hipped up about, he nevertheless opened himself to the possibility of a different perspective. Maybe it was Phillip’s reaction to his friend’s cutting remark about the man from Nazareth. Notice that Phil didn’t shame his buddy Nate. He didn’t scold him about his preconceived notion about people. He didn’t call Nate a bigot. No he responded kindly, simply offered an invitation.

“Well I tell you what, Nate, why don’t you just come and see.”

 What Phillip did with his friend Nathaniel is evangelism in the best since of the word – he wasn’t pushy or condescending or self-righteous. He just said “come and see.” 

 And to his credit, Nathaniel accepted his friend’s invitation. He went to see Jesus for himself. And the different perspective changed things for Nathaniel.

 I love a story told by Tom Long, who teaches preaching at Candler School of Theology at Emory. He says that in a certain church in the Midwest, the officers were debating whether to join several other churches in their sponsorship of a local family health clinic. The clinic had been established for the families of migrant workers because the public health resources were inadequate and burdened with red tape. In the debate one of the officers spoke forcefully against supporting the clinic because, as he put it, "Most of the patients are illegal aliens, so we'd just be supporting illegal activity."


"But they're people," said another in the group, "and they need medical care." Back and forth went the discussion, with much passion but without resolution. Taking a vote would have been bitterly divisive, so the matter was tabled until the next meeting.


On the following day, the pastor of the church called the officer who had spoken in opposition and made a date for lunch. During lunch the pastor asked him if he would be willing to take a few minutes on the way back to work and visit the clinic in question. The man agreed, and the two of them found the waiting room at the clinic bustling with activity, full of pensive young mothers and squirming children. The pastor and the man sat down to observe for a few minutes.


A nurse appeared at the door and called to one of the children, a little boy, about four years old, who marched bravely toward the nurse, already apprehensively rubbing his arm where he knew he would soon receive an inoculation.


A few minutes later the little boy reappeared at the door, now rubbing his pained arm in earnest, poking his lower lip forward, fighting the tears that were pushing out of his eyes. He searched the room for his mother, but she had taken another child to the restroom and was not to be found. The boy, finding what looked to him like a kind face, walked over to the man, crawled onto his lap, and rested his head on the man's chest.


First hesitantly, then willingly and lovingly, the man wrapped his hands around this fellow human being in need of care. When he did so, he was amazed by his own spontaneous compassion. Almost as amazed, as were the other officers when he made the motion at the next meeting to sponsor the clinic. (“What Do You See” a sermon by Thomas G. Long at www.esermons.com)

Sometimes it takes a different angle of vision to see; to really see. And that leads to our final couplet of words, which is…

…Divine Perspective (v.48)

 When Nathaniel meets Jesus, the man from Nazareth obviously greets Nathaniel as though he knows him. “Ah, here’s an Israelite who is straight-forward and honest; who calls it like he sees it.” Obviously feeling as though he’s been found out, Nathaniel essentially says, “Have we met before? How do you know me?” To which Jesus says, “I saw you under the fig tree before Phillip called you.” And no sooner does Phillip hear Jesus say this than he exclaims, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the king of Israel!”

 What in the world has just happened? How could Nathaniel go from a scoffer to a disciple in such a short span of time? How could he go from skeptic to believer in a flash? Maybe the key lies in Jesus words to Nathaniel:

“I saw you…before.”

 Did you know that under fig trees is where rabbis would teach their classes to young men who were about to be bar mitzvah-ed? Could it be that this is what Jesus was referring to? It doesn’t say when Jesus saw Nathaniel. It may not have been right before Phillip invited Nathaniel to come and see. It may have been years before. Jesus foresight as God’s son is not bound by time. Could it be that Jesus was saying to Nathaniel? 

“Oh I saw you long before you ever saw me. I saw you when you were a tender young lad just being offered the word of truth. I saw you when you were young and optimistic; long before you became jaded and skeptical. I knew you before you became prejudiced and your perspective was limited. And you can recapture that kind of faith Nathaniel. Because when I look at you, I see you through the eyes of my father in heaven. Yes, Nathaniel, I saw you before.”

Divine perspective – that is the way Jesus sees all of us. Not as we are right now, but as God sees how we can become. And that is how Jesus wants us all to see ourselves – not as we are right now, but as we have longed to be in our best moments of faith, hope and love.

Nathaniel – his name means “given of God.” It is the renewed epiphany perspective that is “given of God” to those who will overcome their limited vision, change their angle of sight and see - really see - who Jesus is. And the thing is, when we come to see Jesus - really see him - we realize we have been seen – seen by God; seen as those who can become so much more than we are right now; so much more than we ever imagined we could be.
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