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SERMON FOR EPIPHANY 2, 2018: KNOOK AT 11.00 

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

At first sight it looks as if our readings today are about Calling – Samuel called by God, the Lamb called to open the 
scroll, Jesus calling Philip and Nathanael. Surely this isn’t Vocations Sunday? No, it isn’t – this is the season of 
Epiphany, and these are manifestations or showings of God to various people. For epiphany means appearing – 
making visible what has previously been invisible…and we shall return to this theme of the invisible becoming 
visible, later. So in the story of Samuel, God’s voice is heard again, his presence felt, after a long time of silence. In 
Revelation the Lamb comes forward when no-one else can open the Scroll, which sets out what must take place. In 
John the sceptical Nathanael is confronted by awesome powers of insight and wisdom, and acknowledges divinity. 

The revelation to Samuel came at a time of very low ebb in the spiritual life of the nation of Israel. Eli, the chief priest 
at the shrine of Shiloh, had an appalling track record of having allowed his sons, now priests, to turn the shrine of God 
into a brothel; and Eli himself must have been complicit in their greedy extortion from people who came to worship, 
and their blasphemous treatment of the sacrifices. And when Hannah (mother of Samuel) came to the shrine weeping 
and greatly distressed, he treated her roughly, as a drunk, and told her to sober up. Not very pastoral, not very caring. 

Yet Hannah entrusted her precious only son to Eli’s care, and he must have grown up with Eli as a role model. But the 
shrine was being run in a slovenly way, or Samuel would not have been allowed to make his bedroom in the actual 
sanctuary, the place where the sacred Ark stood. In later years the Ark killed people who touched it, and had power to 
make idols fall on their faces before it, such as the Philistines’ god Dagon. Yet Samuel slept next to it. And when God 
called and Samuel ran to Eli, it took four times before Eli actually realised it might just be God calling. To do him 
justice, when he did realise, Eli instructed Samuel in the proper response….and when God’s message turned out to be 
very bad news for Eli, he accepted it with grace: “He is the Lord; he will do what seems best to Him”. And he did not 
despair, or go away, but continued to take care of Samuel, with the boy’s growing reputation as a true prophet, and 
ensured that when Samuel was an adult he clearly knew what a prophet and priest should do. The Almighty God 
revealed himself to a child, a young boy through a feeble and elderly priest. 

The account in Revelation of the Lion of Judah who turns out to be a Lamb, and a slaughtered Lamb at that, again has 
the element of surprise: first, that the Lion of Judah, the great descendant of David, appears as a defenceless lamb, and 
a bloodied, slaughtered one at that; then, that this Lamb, described in terms of a helpless victim, turns out to be the one 
who can unfold the inscrutable purposes of God and the events of the future and the End of Time. Indeed nothing is 
what it seems, and power is revealed in weakness. 

Then we come to Philip and Nathanael, who seem to have been already good friends. And note that both they and 
Andrew, come to believe in Jesus not after hearing about him or listening to arguments about his divinity, but by 
meeting him, by a personal encounter. “Come and see” says Philip – still the best, perhaps the only way, to invite 
people to become Christian. And it’s worth noting here that the other three gospels don’t mention Nathanael, but 
instead Philip is always paired with Bartholomew. Now Nathanael is a given name, but Bartholomew, or Bar-Tolmai, 
means son of Tolmai. So it is possible, and most authorities think it likely, that this is the same person – Nathanael son 
of Tolmai. 

Nathanael before this has been sitting under a fig tree – a shady tree and very comfortable for sitting in the shade and 
meditating or praying. It was also a symbol of peace – as the prophet Micah describes (4.4): “They shall sit every man 
under his vine and under his fig-tree, and none shall make them afraid”. And I think we can infer that Nathanael had 
been meditating on the promises of God, and praying for the day when God’s chosen one would come. So, yes, 
Nathanael is sceptical – could anything worthwhile come from Nazareth, that rubbishy little village – President Trump 
would call it something worse. Perhaps there was some historical rivalry between Nazareth and Nathanael’s village of 
Cana.  But when Jesus says, no doubt in very meaningful tones “I saw you under the fig tree”, Nathanael must feel 
that Jesus can see into the very depths of his heart and read his thoughts. He must have felt “Here is a man who 
understands my dreams! Here is one who can hear the unspoken sigh of my heart! This must be God’s Anointed 
One!” And he capitulates at once, in full-hearted terms such as we don’t hear again till Peter says “You are the 
Messiah!” at Caesarea Philippi, much later on. 

And I think this is one of the places where we can hear Jesus laughing. “What! You say all this because I saw you 
under the fig-tree? Man, you ain’t seen nuthin’ yet”. And, knowing that Nathanael as a true Israelite would know his 
Old Testament, he refers to the story of Jacob, and the angels ascending and descending on the ladder reaching to 
Heaven. That dream caused Jacob to say “This is none other than the house of God and the gate of Heaven”. Now 
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Jesus describes himself as the stairway to heaven, on which angels can ascend and descend. Later he will say “No-one 
comes to the Father but by me”. Where Jesus is, God is, and humans as well as angels can enter Heaven by this stair. 

So God reveals himself – to a young boy, and an incompetent elderly priest in the Samuel story; and to a sceptical 
cynic in Nathanael. And to all of them it is a great surprise. The invisible has been made visible; the unlikely has 
turned out to be true. And it is part of the pattern of Jesus’ life and ministry, that so much, at least at first, is hidden, or 
ignored, and he is found in unexpected places. At the beginning of his life, the shepherds had to be given a special sign 
by which they would know the Baby Jesus – he’d be lying in a manger. The Magi certainly didn’t find him easily, 
and unwittingly stirred up a storm in asking the way. Jesus’ first miracle at the wedding at Cana seems to 
have been done without anyone except his mother, and the serving staff, knowing who was responsible. The 
Samaritan woman who meets him at the well only knows he is a Jew and is thirsty, and goes away just 
saying “I’ve met this man who told me everything I ever did”. He goes up in secret to the Passover feast in 
Jerusalem. He heals a man born blind, and then slips away,  so that the man tells the authorities “I don’t 
know where he is”. And puzzlingly, after his Resurrection, even his own disciples don’t at first recognise 
him – think of Mary in the garden, or the walk to Emmaus.  

So how do we, today, recognise the living Jesus?  In fact he is all around us, living in the hearts of those who 
love him…who may not talk about him much, but show the divine gifts of humility, patience and love in 
their lives. He is wherever someone is forgiven, where conflict and estrangement are reconciled, where self 
is put aside for another’s benefit. I was reading last week about a priest who is also a prison director in Fray 
Bentos, Uruguay and how his work in the prison has made him a better pastor. He says “It has helped me 
understand what being human means, and much more about the mystery of man turning away from God. 
But I have also found a great deal of solidarity among those who have touched rock bottom in their lives. 
This work has also brought me a more profound relationship with Jesus, as I have found him among the 
prison population. We have been working with young offenders, and have experienced God at work in an 
amazing way in our contacts and friendships.” So the revelation, the epiphany of Jesus is when our own eyes 
are opened and we recognise the presence of Jesus with us, among us (perhaps to our great surprise)…and 
we may say “So it was you all the time”.  

So in these stories there are plenty of insights for us to ponder: 

• God can reveal himself to anyone, often the most unlikely people, possibly even you or me. 
• God has a preference for the weak and the poor, for his power is made perfect in weakness 
• God may at first be hidden – we have to look carefully to see him at work 

May you this week, this year, look for and recognise Jesus in and around you, in those you meet and in all 
you do. And may he be seen in your lives too.  Amen 


