SERMON FOR THE SECOND SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY

John 1:43-51

Titles ascribed to Jesus by His first followers

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all.

The text for the sermon is the Gospel heard before, John 1:43-51

43 The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip. Jesus told him, “Follow Me!”

44 Philip was from Bethsaida, the hometown of Andrew and Peter. 45 Philip found Nathanael and told him, “We have found the One about whom Moses wrote in the Law and about whom the prophets also wrote — Jesus, Joseph’s son from Nazareth.”

46 Nathanael asked him, “Nazareth — can anything good come from Nazareth?”

Philip told him, “Come and see!”

47 Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward Him. He said about him, “Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is no deceit.”

48 Nathanael asked Him, “Where did You get to know me?”

Jesus answered him, “Before Philip called you, when you were under the fig tree, I saw you.”

49 Nathanael answered Him, “Rabbi, You are the Son of God. You are the King of Israel.”

50 Jesus answered him, “You believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig tree. You will see greater things than these.”

51 Then He told him, “Truly, truly, I tell you people, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God going up and coming down on the Son of Man.”

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us in your truth. Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,


When a person at Jesus’ time wanted to become a disciple of a Jewish rabbi, he had to take the initiative to link up with his teacher. When Jesus formed His circle of disciples, He took the initiative to choose particular persons, and they were men who mostly seemed to lack the occupational and educational qualifications that might have been expected. They were ordinary men, “unschooled laymen” (Ac 4:13). Bethsaida was called a “city of fishermen,” and Matthew was a tax-collector.


The way in which we have become Christians also comes from God’s initiative in calling us, and we were all unlikely disciples because we were sinners, and still are. Today we shall concentrate, not on the individuals who were among Jesus’ first disciples, but on the titles of Jesus that they ascribe to Him. These titles introduce a series of themes that later sections of the Gospel of John unfold. The disciples used these titles to confess their faith in Jesus, as we do.


Already in verses 29 and 36, John the Baptist had pointed some of his own disciples to Jesus as “The Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” The title “the Lamb of God” is not used for Jesus anywhere else in the Gospels, but it sums up the role of Jesus as the substitutionary sacrifice for sin in a remarkable way. In the Old Testament, there were sacrifices for specific sins, including sins of a priest or a leader, but to say that one sacrifice could take away the sins of the world was a tremendous claim. We can be sure that, just as we belong to the sinful world, Jesus has taken away our sin.


In verse 41, Andrew told his brother Peter, “We have found the Messiah.” For Jewish people, to whom the prophets of old had foretold the coming of the Messiah, this was startling news. The Hebrew term, “the Messiah” and the Greek term, “the Christ” meant the Person anointed by the Holy Spirit as the Messiah (Isa 61:1). The Gospels report that in the earlier years of His ministry, particularly among Jewish people, Jesus tried to keep His Messiahship secret. Knowledge of it was too easily misunderstood, and it could cause unwanted difficulties.


In verse 33, John the Baptist had referred to Jesus as “the One who baptises with the Holy Spirit.” God had told John the Baptist that the One on whom he saw the Spirit coming down and remaining would be the One who would baptise with the Holy Spirit. (Jn 1:33). From Pentecost on, the water of Christian baptism has imparted both the forgiveness of sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit (Ac 2:38-39). Jesus is really the One who has baptised us, and we look on ourselves as having received the seal of the Spirit, the baptismal guarantee of our inheritance.


In verse 38, Andrew and another disciple (probably John himself) addressed Jesus as “Rabbi,” a common Jewish address to a respected teacher. In verse 49, Nathanael also addresses Him as “Rabbi.” Once Jesus told His disciples, “You have only one Teacher, and you are all brothers” (Mt 23:8). He meant Himself. As the Word of God, He has revealed the mind of the Father, in all its grace and truth. Many people have taught us the things of God, but Jesus Himself is our real Teacher.


Nathanael seems to have been one of the Twelve and some have identified him as Bartholomew. The fact that Philip invited him to see Jesus does not mean that Jesus called him. However, the name Bartholomew was like a surname, son of his father Tholomew, and he would have had another name. He came from Cana (Jn 21:2). Bartholomew was listed next to Philip in the lists of the Twelve in the Synoptics (Mt. 10:3; Mk. 3:18; Lk. 6:14). In verse 45, Philip told Nathanael, “We have found the One about whom Moses wrote in the Law and about whom the prophets also wrote — Jesus, Joseph’s son from Nazareth.” “Joseph’s son” was not meant to deny the virgin-birth. Joseph, as Jesus’ adoptive father, was His legal father, and Jesus could be identified in that way. For Jewish people that would not have been offensive, as His association with Nazareth certainly was.


Jesus was the One whom the first five books of the Old Testament had foretold, and whom the Old Testament prophets had foretold. Later Jesus told the Jews that the Old Testament Scriptures testified to Him, and that Moses wrote of Him (Jn 5:39, 46). Just before Jesus’ ascension, He told His disciples, “This is what Scripture has said: ‘The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day; and on the basis of His name, repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem’” (Lk 24:46-47). By “Scripture,” He meant the whole Old Testament. After His resurrection, He summarised what He had been teaching them, “These are the very words that I spoke to you while I was still with you, namely, that everything written about Me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms must be fulfilled” (Lk 24:44). We can be confident that Jesus is the centre of the Scriptures; and our hope of eternal life rests on Him alone.


In verse 49, Nathanael reacted to Jesus’ assertion that He had seen him under the fig tree. We are not told what Nathanael had been doing or thinking there, but, from what Jesus told him, Nathanael recognised that Jesus could read the minds of people even when they were absent, and also knew things in advance. Nathanael ascribed two titles to Jesus, “You are the Son of God. You are the King of Israel.” The expression “The Son of God” had already been introduced in John 1:18, “No one has ever seen God. The only Son, who is God, who is in the lap of the Father, has made Him known.” In verse 34, John the Baptist had already testified, “I have seen it, and I have been testifying that this is the Son of God.” Jesus Himself affirmed this when Caiaphas put Him under oath, “Tell us whether You are the Christ, the Son of God!” (Mt 26:63). This was the ultimate question. Caiaphas and the Jewish Council regarded it was blasphemous and declared Him guilty of death. No one can shrug that claim off, because it is so far-reaching. Either it was the saying of a deluded maniac or it is true.


The expression, “The King of Israel” is technically more precise than “The King of the Jews,” because the Jews were only one of the twelve tribes of Israel. Israel was the people of God, and we who believe in Him are members of God’s spiritual Israel, the people of God of the New Testament, and Jesus is our King. We associate with this title all Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom of God. Since He is King, when He is present, the kingship is present. His kingdom still comes to us “when our heavenly Father gives us His Holy Spirit, so that by His grace we believe His holy Word and lead godly lives here in time and there in eternity.” For Jesus, this title “King: was not merely an ascription of glory. He was mocked with a crown of thorns and wore a purple robe, and He died on the cross with the title, “the King of the Jews” above His head. People misunderstood His Messiahship and His kingship when they wanted to make Him a political king (Jn 6:15). They by-passed the Gospel for the kingdom of this world.


At the end of the chapter, there is another title. It did not come from Jesus’ new disciples. In the Gospels, only Jesus Himself used the expression, “The Son of Man.” He told Nathanael and those who were with Nathanael, “Truly, truly, I tell you people, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God going up and coming down on the Son of Man.” This title was Jesus’ favourite way of referring to Himself. At the most basic level, it meant that He is a genuine human being. He challenged scribes who thought that He was blaspheming because He told the paralysed man that His sins were forgiven, because only God could forgive sins (Mk 2:7). He told them that they ought to know that the Son of Man had authority on earth to forgive sins. He was referring to Himself specifically as a human being, distinguishing Himself as a man from God the Father. When Jesus contrasted how people saw Him and John the Baptist, although He linked Himself with John as messengers of wisdom, He said that He was the Son of Man whom people saw eating and drinking (Mt 11:19).


The title, “the Son of Man” derived from Daniel 7. It was a veiled Messianic title. Daniel wrote, “When I continued to watch in visions during the night, I saw Someone like the Son of Man coming among the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was presented before Him. Then dominion, glory, and a kingdom were given to Him, that all peoples, nations, and language-groups might serve Him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion, which will not pass away, and His kingdom is one that will not be destroyed” (7:13-14). When things are said in Scripture to be given to Jesus, He is being referred to as a human being, because as God the Son He always had these things. Here the title “Son of Man” links up with one of the titles with which Nathanael had addressed Him, “the King of Israel.” Although He was descended from King David, His kingdom will be an everlasting kingdom, which will not be destroyed. His kingly work at the cross will result in ongoing majesty and praise.


Jesus used the title “Son of Man” to express the most comprehensive Gospel statements about Himself and the meaning of His death. For example, He foretold His passion by referring to Himself with this title, “Look! We are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be betrayed to the chief priests and scribes. They will condemn Him to die and hand Him over to the Gentiles to be made fun of, whipped, and crucified; but on the third day He will be raised” (Mt 20:18-19). He summed up what Isaiah had written about the Servant of the Lord to explain the meaning of His suffering and death with, “The Son of Man has not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many” (Mk 10:45). In the context of the institution of the Lord’s Supper, when He spoke of His blood as the blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins, He had just been using “Son of Man” language, “The Son of Man is going as the Scriptures have said about Him” (Mt 26:24, 28). The two titles, Son of Man and Son of God bring together Jesus’ two natures in His one person, as both God and Man, who has made redemption for us and won eternal life for us.


There is an underlying concern in the writer of the Gospel of John that those who read it should believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that, believing, they should have life in His name (Jn 20:31). Jesus recognised the faith of Nathanael from his confession. Our confession and our faith go together. We believe in Jesus in our hearts and confess Him with out mouths, and our salvation is received through this faith (Rm 10:9). These titles tell us who Jesus is, and we use them to confess what He has done for us.


In the Gospel of John, angels are mentioned only here, and when Mary Magdalene saw two angels in Jesus’ tomb. Their accompaniment of Jesus in His work on earth and in His coming glorious return on the last day should remind us of our great destiny. As the angels that came down from heaven and went up to heaven in Jacob’s dream gave him both revelation from God and access to God, Jesus, the Son of Man, is the link between heaven and earth. He is our “Bethel,” our house of God, and our gate to heaven. Through Him, our Redeemer, we sinful people are united with God, have an open heaven, and approach the throne of God. He is our contact with the heavenly world. When Jesus told Nathanael, “You will see greater things than these,” the greater things include all that the Gospels have reported about Jesus’ words and works, and, beyond that, the wonderful glory that lies ahead for us in eternal life. Therefore, we use all these precious titles to confess our faith in Jesus. Amen.

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE SECOND SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY


Almighty and ever-living God, You have given the light of Your truth in Jesus Christ that we may be rescued from the darkness of sin and unbelief, and have life in His name. We thank You that You have made us alive through faith in Him, and lavished on us so many gifts of Your grace. Grant that we may treasure in our hearts the truth that Jesus, Your unique Son, is our Revealer of Your will, our sacrificial Lamb, our Messiah, our King, and the Son of Man, who was rejected, crucified, and rose again for us.


Heavenly Father, make us, who are Your people, shining lights in this world’s darkness. Send out preachers and teachers of Your Word, that many more may know Your mercy and love in the gift of Your Son and His Gospel of grace and forgiveness. Strengthen all of us in the fellowship of Your Church to join hands in love and zeal to do the work set before us. We praise You for Your various spiritual gifts. Grant that we may use them for the common good of the members of Christ’s body. Make us loyal in serving our Lord, patient in every trouble, and joyful in our promised hope. Make us eager to hold on to what is good, to help our fellow Christians, and be ready to share with all people in need. Free us from the deceptive designs of Satan and every kind of falsehood, and give us the ability to distinguish false spirits. Grant that we, who have been called out of darkness into Christ’s marvellous light, may in this way proclaim His saving love and power.


Bestow a special measure of Your grace on our homes.


Give stability, peace, and tranquillity to the nations of the earth. Deliver people everywhere from famine, disease, fire, flood, storm, earthquake, and every danger. In every test that You send, enable all people to lift up their eyes to You, and to know Your power and care.


We ask Your mercy on all who are in any special need of body or soul. Show them the comfort of Your love; give them hope instead of despair, joy and gladness instead of grief, and a song of praise instead of sorrow.


Save us all from the dangers that surround us. Defend us, in body and soul, until that moment when we see the ascending and descending angels linking earth and heaven permanently, when You call us from this life to live in Your presence for ever. All this we ask in the name of Jesus, Your Son. Amen.
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