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“Come and See”

“Can anything good come out of Nazareth?
“Come and see.”

One of the main reasons I am here today is because of the persistence of a fellow university student
named Mike.  At the beginning of my first year at Ursinus College, I was searching for a local church
at which I could worship, but was having difficulty finding a congregation where I felt comfortable.  It
was during this time that I met Mike in the dining hall; and during our conversation, we discovered that
both of us were Lutherans.  Mike was the son of a Lutheran pastor, and his father’s seminary
roommate was the pastor of a church about 10 km away from our campus.  Since neither of us had a
car (first year students were not allowed to have automobiles on campus), it seemed like the prospect
of getting to this church would be impossible.  But I soon learned that Mike was persistent; not only
did he ask me every day if I wanted to go to church with him (he had promised his father that he
would attend worship at this church, and he didn’t want to go there alone), but he also called the
church office and made arrangement to have a member of the congregation give us a ride.  Mike
persisted until finally I agreed to attend worship with him (I agreed in large part to get him to stop
pestering me!), so that next Sunday morning I found myself in a stranger’s car, riding along unfamiliar
country roads until we arrived at Jerusalem Lutheran Church in Schwenksville, Pennsylvania, where I
met Pastor Ken Ensminger and finally found a congregation that was welcoming and comfortable for
me.  Mike and I continued to attend worship at Jerusalem every Sunday; and even after Mike
transferred to another university, I continued to worship at this church every Sunday.  As I prepared
for my second year of university (when I would have my own car on campus), I received a phone call
inviting me to teach Sunday school at Jerusalem.  Soon, I was singing in the church choir and reading
the lessons at worship; and Pastor Ensminger became a mentor and role model for me and was
instrumental in assisting me in applying for seminary.  Jerusalem Lutheran Church played an
important role in my life as I was preparing to become a pastor; and I don’t know what would have
happened if I hadn’t found this congregation thanks to the persistence of a fellow student who kept
inviting me to “come and see” this congregation that I never would have found without his
intervention.  I don’t know where Mike is today, and I doubt he ever knew the important role he played
in my life, but I often give thanks to God for his invitation to worship at a church that changed my life.

A personal invitation is still the most effective means of recruiting a person in a vast variety of
endeavors.  Stores and restaurants can engage in expensive advertising campaigns, but the best way
of attracting new customers is if a current customers invites someone to visit the establishment with
them.  Clubs and organizations are constantly looking at elaborate means of recruiting new members,
but the most effective tool is when a current member invites a friend or neighbor to a meeting.  Many
of us are here in worship because someone – a friend, a family member, or someone we know at
work – invited us to accompany them to church on a Sunday morning.  For many of us, our lives were
transformed because someone reached out to us and invited us to “come and see.”

At the beginning of his ministry, Jesus recruits disciples and invites them to accompany him in his
travels throughout Israel.  As he walks along the shores of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus sees Simon and
his brother Andrew casting their nets into the waters and invites them to “follow me and I will make
you fish for people.” (Mark 1:17).  He later spots the tax collector Matthew sitting at his booth and
says to him, “’Follow me.’  And [Matthew] got up and followed him.” (Matthew 9:9).  Once again, when
Jesus meets Philip in Galilee, he issues the same invitation: “Follow me.” (John 1:43).  Not only does
Philip accept this invitation, but he then goes to his friend Nathaniel and invites him to meet the one
“about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Galilee.”
(1:45).  As Andrew bore witness to his brother Simon (“We have found the Messiah” – 1:40), Philip



bears witness to Jesus as the fulfillment of all scripture (“Then beginning with Moses and all the
prophets, [Jesus] interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures.” – Luke 24:27);
Philip also identifies Jesus in a way in which one person was commonly distinguished from another:
by naming his father, “Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.”

But for the first time, testimony to Jesus is met with resistance: whereas others accept the invitation to
discipleship, Nathaniel responds with a sarcastic question: “Can anything good come out of
Nazareth?” (1:46).  The saying may be a local proverb reflecting the rivalry between Nathaniel’s
hometown of Cana and Nazareth; it may also reflect the lowly reputation that Nazareth had in the
eyes of contemporary people who would look down upon Nazareth in comparison to more
cosmopolitan cities such as Jerusalem.

· “Nazareth wasn’t a good place to put on your Curriculum Vitae as your place of origin.  In fact
if there was a Facebook back then, you wouldn’t acknowledge that you were from there on any
social media.  Nazareth was a dump.  It didn’t feature in any Old Testament prophecies.  No
great personage came from there.  It wasn’t the seat of power and no great families hailed
from Nazareth.  It was a simple backwater town.  No great schools, colleges or universities. 
There was nothing.  Nazareth was nowhere.” – Peter Woods.

Nathaniel refuses to believe that the long- awaited Messiah of God could hail from a place as
insignificant as Nazareth, and therefore he refuses to accept his friend’s invitation based on this
information.

We may expect Philip to have some sort of comeback to his friend’s dismissive reply; but Philip does
not argue with Nathaniel.  Instead, he extends the same invitation to Nathaniel that Jesus extended to
his first disciples: “Come and see.”  As Jesus invited prospective followers to come and see where he
was staying, “Philip invites Nathaniel to see for himself that the fulfillment of Scripture is indeed
occurring in this human (son of Joseph) from Nazareth.” (Gail O’Day).

When Nathaniel accepts Philip’s invitation and comes into Jesus’ presence, our Lord reveals the most
about himself to the one who expressed skepticism and doubt (as he will with Thomas after his
resurrection in John 20:24-29).  Jesus greets Nathaniel by proclaiming that “here is truly an Israelite in
whom there is no deceit!” (1:47).  Nathaniel, astounded at this greeting from someone he has never
met, responds by asking Jesus “where did you come to know me?”  When Jesus answers, “I saw you
under the fig tree before Philip called you,” Nathaniel correctly perceives Jesus’ knowledge as an act
of self-revelation and so comes to faith.  His response is a confession of faith: “Rabbi, you are the Son
of God!  You are the King of Israel!” (1:49).  “Son of God” is the central expression of Jesus’ identity in
the Fourth Gospel, because it recognizes Jesus’ true identity (“I believe in Jesus Christ, God’s only
Son, our Lord.” – Apostles Creed).  “King of Israel” in John’s Gospel is a positive term, expressing
Jesus’ significance for the people of God (Hosanna!  Blessed is the one who comes in the name of
the Lord – the King of Israel!” – 12:13).  

Jesus’ response to Nathaniel’s enthusiastic confession of faith is not a rebuke but a promise,
suggesting that Nathaniel is only at the beginning point of his faith in Jesus: “Did you believe because
I told you that I saw you under the fig tree?  You will see greater things than these.” (1:50).  Beginning
with the words “very truly” (literally “amen, amen”), a phrase that occurs 25 times in John’s Gospel,
Jesus assures Nathaniel that “you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and
descending upon the Son of Man.” (1:51).  The ladder of Genesis 28:12 (“And [Jacob] dreamed that
there was a ladder set up on the earth, the top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were
ascending and descending on it.”) is replaced by the Son of Man, who becomes the place where the
earthly and heavenly, divine and human, temporal and eternal meet.



· “Though John has sketched the development of the disciples’ understanding, this sketch is not
complete when they believe because Jesus has spoken; they must also see his works, that is,
the signs that manifest his glory.  And so in v. 50 Jesus tells Nathaniel that he will yet see far
greater things, thus preparing the stage for the Cana miracle, the first of Jesus’ signs which
will lead the disciples to see his glory and believe in him. (2:11).  Once again John is
capsulizing a longer process: the disciples will see Jesus’ glory to the full only when they have
seen the final ‘great thing,’ the supreme work of the death, resurrection, and ascension, and it
is only then that they will fully believe.” – Raymond Brown.

The “person to person” means through which Philip invites Nathaniel to “come and see” Jesus and so
come to faith in him would continue throughout the ministry of the early church.  In the book of Acts,
Philip encounters an Ethiopian who is sitting on the side of the road reading from the book of Isaiah. 
Instead of passing him by, Philip asks the man, “do you understand what you are reading,” to which
the Ethiopian replies, “how can I, unless someone guides me?” (Acts 8:30-31).  Their conversation
leads to the Ethiopian being baptized and becoming a follower of Jesus Christ.  Peter would accept
an invitation to the home of a Roman centurion named Cornelius, and his person-to-person encounter
would lead Peter to the realization that “God shows no partiality, but in every nation everyone who
fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him” (Acts 10:34-35) which would lead to that
household also being baptized and coming to faith in Christ.  When Paul and his associates visit
Philippi, they meet Lydia, a woman “from the city of Thyatira and a dealer in purple cloth” (Acts 16:14). 
When the Lord “opened her heart to listen eagerly to what was said by Paul,” she is also baptized due
to this person-to-person invitation to come into the presence of God through his life-changing Word.

· “The spread of the Christian church across the world is the person-to-person story of the
thousands of people who fanned out across the globe to tell the story about Jesus and what
Jesus had done for them.  People become Christians because they have seen what the
Christian faith has done for those whom they know.  The saying passed down from the early
years of the church still rings true: ‘See those Christians, how they love one another.’” –
Michael Rogness.

There are many ways in which God calls people to serve and follow him.  For Samuel, it was the voice
of God calling him by name, appointing him as a prophet for whom the Lord would “let none of his
words fall to the ground.” (1 Samuel 3:19).  For Saul of Tarsus, it was a dramatic encounter on the
road to Damascus, when he is blinded and hears the voice of Jesus calling him to “get up and enter
the city, and you will be told what you are to do” (Acts 9:6) that transforms this enemy of the early
church into Paul, the great apostle to the Gentiles.  For Martin Luther, the terrifying experience of
being caught in a thunderstorm was the turning point that led him to leave law school and enter the
monastery, where he would learn to read the Bible that would inspire him to lead the church in a
Reformation of its faith and mission.  God calls us in many ways, but the call is always the same: to
“come and see,” enter into the presence of God, and open ourselves to being transformed into
children of God and bearers of the light of Christ to others.

· “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.  It may be a death like that of the first
disciples who had to leave home and work to follow him, or it may be a death like Luther’s,
who had to leave the monastery and go out into the world.  But it is the same death every time
– death in Jesus Christ, the death of the old man at his call… The call of discipleship, the
baptism in the name of Jesus Christ means both death and life.  The call of Christ, his
baptism, sets the Christian in the middle of the daily arena against sin and the devil.  Every
day he encounters new temptations, and every day he must suffer anew for Jesus Christ’
sake.” – Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship.

I’ve often wondered what would have happened if I had never met Mike, if he had not been persistent
in inviting me to Jerusalem Lutheran Church, if I had rejected his invitation and chosen to sleep in on



Sunday mornings.  Would I have found a congregation that was so welcoming to me?  Would I have
come into the presence of a mentor like Pastor Ensminger who took the time to encourage me in my
discernment process and became a role model throughout my ministry?  Would I have gone to
seminary, been ordained a pastor, and one day stand here in the pulpit of Zion Lutheran Church? 
What would have happened to my life if someone had not invited me to “come and see”?

Many of us may be wondering how we can serve our Lord, how we can be effective disciples of Christ
like those we hear of in the Bible or throughout church history.  We may look upon ourselves and not
see any great gifts that we can offer our Lord, ways in which we can make a difference in our
generation in Jesus’ name.  But there is one thing each of us can do: we can emulate Philip’s
example in inviting someone we know to “come and see,” to join us as we come into God’s presence
in worship so that perhaps they too might be transformed by the love of God that is present with us in
Christ Jesus our Lord.  As the words of the hymn “There Is a Balm in Gilead” encourage us, even “if
you cannot preach like Peter, if you cannot pray like Paul, you can tell the love of Jesus and say, ‘He
died for all.’”

· “Our task as Christians is not to ‘prove’ the truth of the Christian faith, although many scholars
have written persuasively of the truth of Christianity.  Our task is not even to persuade others
to become Christian.  Our task is to say, ‘Come and see.’  Philip could have given Nathaniel
some of his own opinions.  He could have said, ‘this Jesus knows a lot about the Bible.”  Or he
might have said, ‘There is something about this man Jesus that draws me to him.’  Even when
Nathaniel expressed skepticism about ‘anything good coming out of Nazareth,’ Philip might
have listed some successful people from Nazareth.  But no: Philip simply said, ‘Come and
see,” as if to say, ‘You don’t’ need me to advertise for Jesus; come and see for yourself.’ 
Nathaniel came and saw for himself.  That now becomes our task, to tell people, ‘Come and
see.’  Come and see what Jesus has done and is doing for you!” – Rogness.

Many years ago, a brand of athletic shoes endorsed by Michael Jordan invited people to “be like
Mike.”  For me, to “be like Mike” means being like the Mike whose persistent invitations transformed
my life.  Who knows what God will do when we simply invite someone to “come and see” what God is
doing among us in our Lord Jesus Christ? Amen.


