Seeing Is Believing #5

“Follow Me”

John 1:35-51
In our study of John’s Gospel we have noted that the apostle John writes like an attorney building his case.  The first eighteen verses serve as his opening argument, and now in the later part of the first chapter John calls his first witnesses to testify to what they know about Jesus, reinforcing his main theme of the book as seen in John 20:31, “But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”

The first “witness” mentioned is John the Baptist, whose ministry was to pave the way for Jesus.  John directly points two of his followers to the Savior, who then brought two more.  By the end of the initial chapter we are introduced to half of Jesus’ twelve disciples.

Following Jesus Requires a Change in Direction (35-39)

The next day John was there again with two of his disciples. When he saw Jesus passing by, he said, “Look, the Lamb of God!” 

When the two disciples heard him say this, they followed Jesus. Turning around, Jesus saw them following and asked, “What do you want?” They said, “Rabbi” (which means Teacher), “where are you staying?” 

“Come,” he replied, “and you will see.” 

So they went and saw where he was staying, and spent that day with him. It was about the tenth hour.
They immediately left John and followed Jesus. The verb “followed” is in the tense appropriate for once-for-all action, which may indicate that they cast in their lot with Jesus. They did not mean to make a tentative inquiry but to give themselves to him. We should also notice that the verb has both a general sense of “follow” and a more specific sense of “follow as a disciple.” In this place both senses may be in mind. They walked down the path after Jesus and thus followed. But they also symbolically committed themselves to him.

Jesus welcomed them. “Come, and you will see” is equivalent to “Come and see” (v. 46, where see note). This invitation implies more than that they should see for themselves the place where he was lodging; it is an invitation to visit him. It led to their staying with him that day, and probably means that they spent the night with him. The time is given as “about the tenth hour,” that is about 4 p.m. on our time scale. The Jews measured their days from sunset to sunset, and divided both night and day into twelve hours.

As John’s disciples followed him, Jesus turned to challenge their motives by asking, “What do you want?” He probed them to find out whether they were motivated by idle curiosity or by a real desire to know him. Their reply was not merely an inquiry for his address but a courteous request for an interview. “The tenth hour” probably means about four o’clock in the afternoon, since Jewish time was ordinarily reckoned from sunrise.

When Jesus asked them, “What are you seeking?” He was forcing them to define their purposes and goals. Were they looking for a revolutionary leader to overthrow Rome? Then they had better join the Zealots! Little did Andrew and John realize that day how their lives would be transformed by the Son of God.
 

“Where are You dwelling?” may have suggested, “If You are too busy now, we can visit later.” But Jesus invited them to spend the day with Him (it was 10 a.m.) and no doubt He told them something of His mission, revealed their own hearts to them, and answered their questions.

So the two disciples of John followed Jesus. It may well be that they were too shy to approach him directly and followed respectfully some distance behind. Then Jesus did something entirely characteristic. He turned and spoke to them. That is to say, he met them half way. He made things easier for them. He opened the door that they might come in.

Here we have the symbol of the divine initiative. It is always God who takes the first step. When the human mind begins to seek and the human heart begins to long, God comes to meet us far more than half way. God does not leave a man to search and search until he comes to him; God goes out to meet the man.

Teachers normally trained disciples, who then went out to teach others; to recommend disciples to a greater teacher was rare, required great humility and denoted confidence in the other teacher’s superiority.

Following Jesus Requires a Change in Dedication (40-42)

Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, was one of the two who heard what John had said and who had followed Jesus. The first thing Andrew did was to find his brother Simon and tell him, “We have found the Messiah” (that is, the Christ). And he brought him to Jesus.

Jesus looked at him and said, “You are Simon son of John. You will be called Cephas” (which, when translated, is Peter).
Peter appears in all the Gospels as anything but a rock. He is impulsive, volatile, unreliable. But that was not God’s last word for Peter. Jesus’ renaming of the man points to the change that would be wrought in him by the power of God. 

The introduction of Peter to Jesus was brief but direct. The simple pronouncement “‘You are Simon son of John. You will be called Cephas’ (which, when translated, is Peter)” was really a diagnosis of Peter’s personality. Simon, or Simeon (cf. Acts 15:14), was the name of Jacob’s second oldest son (Gen 29:33), who, with his brother Levi (29:34), had ruthlessly avenged the violation of their sister by one of the Canaanite princes (Gen 34:25-31). The rash and impulsive character of Simeon was mirrored in Simon, whose conduct as reported by all the Gospels reflects the same recklessness and tendency to violence (cf. John 18:10). Jesus accepted Simon as he was but promised that he should become Cephas, an Aramaic name, which, like the Greek “Peter,” means “a rock.” The development of Peter as recorded in this Gospel demonstrates the progress of that change.

It has been well said that the Good News of the Gospel is we don’t have to stay the way we are. Through faith in Jesus Christ, anybody can be changed. “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed away; behold, all things have become new” (2 Cor. 5:17, NKJV). Jesus said to Andrew’s brother, “You are Simon [“a hearer”].... You shall be called Cephas [“a stone”]” (John 1:42, NKJV). “You are—you shall be!” That’s good news for anybody who wants a new start in life. God can take a weak piece of clay like Simon and make a rock out of him!
 
Simon’s interview with Jesus changed his life. It also gave him a new name—Peter in the Greek, Cephas in the Aramaic that Jesus spoke—both of which mean “a rock.” It took a great deal of work for Jesus to transform weak Simon into a rock, but He did it! “Thou art... thou shalt be” is a great encouragement to all who trust Christ. Truly, He gives us the “power to become” (John 1:12).
 

When Andrew brought Peter to Jesus, Jesus looked at Peter. The word used of that look is emblepein. It describes a concentrated, intent gaze, the gaze which does not see only the superficial things that lie on the surface, but which reads a man’s heart. When Jesus saw Simon, as he was then called, he said to him: “﻿Your name is Simon; but you are going to be called Cephas, which means a rock.﻿”

In the Old Testament a change of name often denoted a new relationship with God. For instance, Jacob became Israel (﻿Genesis 32:28﻿), and Abram became Abraham (﻿Genesis 17:5﻿) when they entered into a new relationship with God. When a man enters into a new relationship with God, it is as if life began all over again and he became a new man, so that he needs a new name.

But the great thing about this story is that it tells us how Jesus looks at men. He does not only see what a man is; he also sees what a man can become. He sees not only the actualities in a man; he also sees the possibilities. Jesus looked at Peter and saw in him not only a Galilaean fisherman but one who had it in him to become the rock on which his church would be built. Jesus sees us not only as we are, but as we can be; and he says: “﻿Give your life to me, and I will make you what you have it in you to be.﻿” Once someone came on Michelangelo chipping away with his chisel at a huge shapeless piece of rock. He asked the sculptor what he was doing. “﻿I am releasing the angel imprisoned in this marble,﻿” he answered. Jesus is the one who sees and can release the hidden hero in every man.

As often in Matthew and John, “following” could mean “becoming a disciple,” because disciples could show respect to masters of Torah (law) by walking behind them. In the Fourth Gospel, however, this term also has greater significance (see 10:4).

The vision of future potential can be a deeply effective means to the realizing of that potential.

Following Jesus Requires a Change in Disposition (43-51)

The next day Jesus decided to leave for Galilee. Finding Philip, he said to him, “Follow me.”  Philip, like Andrew and Peter, was from the town of Bethsaida. Philip found Nathanael and told him, “We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote — Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.” 

“Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?” Nathanael asked.

“Come and see,” said Philip. 

When Jesus saw Nathanael approaching, he said of him, “Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is nothing false.” 

“How do you know me?” Nathanael asked.

Jesus answered, “I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you.” 

Then Nathanael declared, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.” 

Jesus said, “You believe because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You shall see greater things than that.” He then added, “I tell you the truth, you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”
Nathanael came to Jesus and he was an interesting case. The Bible record does not tell us too much about him—but I think it could well be said that he was a fellow full of prejudice like any other man on the street. When Philip told him that the disciples had found the Messiah of whom the Old Testament had spoken, Nathanael gave his cynical reply: “Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?” (John 1:46) You see, Nathanael was a plain and simple man living from day to day, but he lived under the shadow of his humanness and he just could not get the sun to come out.

The identity of Nathanael is uncertain. Some have equated him with Bartholomew, others with Matthew. Since Bartholomew equals Bar-Tolmai, “son of Tolmai,” it is not a proper name but merely indicates ancestry; and Nathanael Bar-Tolmai would be parallel to Simon Bar-Jona.
 

Nathanael seems to have been a student of the Torah, or Pentateuch. Philip appealed to him on the basis of the prediction in the Law and the Prophets. Jesus’ phrase “under the fig tree” (v. 48) was used in rabbinic literature to describe meditation on the Law.

Jesus’ comment on Nathanael suggests that the latter had been reading of Jacob’s experience at Bethel (Gen 28:10-17). Jacob was filled with guile and had been forced to leave home because he had lied to his father and had swindled his brother. If under these circumstances Jacob was eligible for a revelation from God, would not Nathanael be even more worthy of such a blessing? Jesus said that Nathanael was free from guile (KJV) and used the imagery of Jacob’s dream to describe the greater revelation he would give to Nathanael. Jesus implied that he himself would be the medium of that revelation, and his order of the angels’ procedure implies that they rose from earth to heaven with their inquiries and then returned to earth with the answers. His mission is to answer human need and to make sure that the answers are proclaimed. The term “Son of Man” is used here for the first time in John’s Gospel. According to all the Gospels, Jesus used it concerning himself to represent his relation with human affairs. For a fuller treatment of this title, see the comment on John 13:31.

“Son of man” was one of our Lord’s favorite titles for Himself; it is used eighty-three times in the Gospels and at least thirteen times in John. The title speaks of both the deity and humanity of Jesus. The vision in Daniel 7:13 presents the “Son of man” in a definite messianic setting; and Jesus used the title in the same way (Matt. 26:64).

So Nathanael came; and Jesus could see into his heart. “﻿Here,﻿” said Jesus, “﻿is a genuine Israelite, a man in whose heart there is no guile.﻿” That was a tribute that any devout Israelite would recognize. “﻿Blessed is the man,﻿” said the Psalmist, “﻿to whom the Lord imputes no iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit﻿” (﻿Psalm 32:2﻿). “﻿He had done no violence,﻿” said the prophet of the Servant of the Lord “﻿and there was no deceit in his mouth﻿” (﻿Isaiah 53:9﻿).

Jesus told him that he had already seen him under the fig-tree. What is the significance of that? To the Jews the fig-tree always stood for peace. Their idea of peace was when a man could be undisturbed under his own vine and his own fig-tree (cp. ﻿1 Kings 4:25﻿; ﻿Micah 4:4﻿). Further, the fig-tree was leafy and shady and it was the custom to sit and meditate under the roof of its branches. No doubt that was what Nathanael had been doing; and no doubt as he sat under the fig-tree he had prayed for the day when God’s Chosen One should come. No doubt he had been meditating on the promises of God. And now he felt that Jesus had seen into the very depths of his heart.

Nathanael was brought to Jesus by Philip. Nathanael’s name is never mentioned in the other three gospels; and in the Fourth Gospel Bartholomew’s name is never mentioned. Now, in the list of the disciples in ﻿Matthew 10:3﻿ and ﻿Mark 3:18﻿, Philip and Bartholomew come together, as if it was natural and inevitable to connect them. Moreover, Bartholomew is really a second name. It means Son of Tholmai or Ptolemy. Bartholomew must have had another name, a first name; and it is at least possible that Bartholomew and Nathanael are the same person under different names. That certainly fits the facts.
 

Jesus here makes a wordplay on the Old Testament Jacob, or “Israel,” who was a man of guile (Gen 27:35; 31:26).

The relevance of these paragraphs to our present experience is obvious. Christ the risen King continues to issue his summons, ‘Follow me!’ (cf. 21:19, 22). It echoes around the world today through the witnesses of Jesus among the nations. It reaches to overshadowed folks like Andrew; explosive, potential leaders like Peter; withdrawn, struggling characters like Philip; earnest, ingenuous souls like Nathanael; and to every other conceivable classification. Although the world still ‘knows him not’ (see 11), for all who commit themselves to him, the discovery waits to be made that the man who hails from Nazareth (46) is yet ‘the meeting point between heaven’s fullness and earth’s need, even in the midst of the bustle and noise of our modern world’ [G. R. Beasley-Murray, p. 30].
 

CONCLUSION

And looking upon Jesus as he walked, he saith, Behold the Lamb of God! John 1:36
The Hebrew epistle instructs us to run life’s race “looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith,” for faith is not a once-done act, but a continuous gaze of the heart at the Triune God!

Believing, actually, is directing the heart’s attention to Jesus. It is lifting the mind to “behold the Lamb of God,” and never ceasing that beholding for the rest of our lives. Distractions may hinder, but once the heart is committed to Him, after each brief excursion away from Him the attention will return again and rest upon Him like a wandering bird coming back to its window.

I would emphasize this one committal, this one great volitional act which establishes the heart’s intention to gaze forever upon Jesus, God takes this intention for our choice and makes what allowances He must for the thousand distractions which beset us in this evil world.

Faith is a redirecting of our sight, a getting out of the focus of our own vision and getting God into focus.

When we lift our inward eyes to gaze upon God we are sure to meet friendly eyes gazing back at us, for it is written that the eyes of the Lord run to and fro throughout all the earth. The sweet language of experience is, “Thou God seest me.” When the eyes of the soul looking out meet the eyes of God looking in, heaven has begun right here on earth!

The testimony of John continues as he now directs his disciples to follow Jesus (1:35–42). This section and the next model for us the true character of discipleship. First, disciples must follow Jesus (vv. 37f., 43); they must “come and see” (vv. 39, 46), experiencing for themselves the truth of Christ. And then they must go and bring others: Andrew finds his brother Simon (v. 41) and Philip finds Nathanael (v. 45). Second, we read a roll call of titles for Jesus from 1:35–51—Lamb of God (v. 36), Rabbi (v. 38), Messiah/Christ (v. 41), Jesus of Nazareth, son of Joseph (v. 45), Son of God (v. 49), King of Israel (v. 49), and Son of man (v. 51). Disciples must know whom they follow.

In 1:35–42 John the Baptist sees Jesus and repeats the identification given at Jesus’ baptism (vv. 36, 29). He then ushers his disciples into Jesus’ company. The language employed here is important. The first question of the disciples, “Where are you staying?” (v. 38) employs a vital word for John. “Staying” or “abiding” (Gk. menoµ) appears throughout the Gospel (forty times) and describes the union of the believer with Christ. (See 8:31, 35; 14:10; 15:4ff., etc.) Hence Andrew and an unnamed disciple (John?) abide with Christ.

On day three we meet the first apostles who follow Christ. Now we learn that Jesus has other followers too who are not yet apostles and who share a similar intimate discipleship (1:43–51). From Perea Jesus moves to Galilee and calls more followers. Philip, a native of Bethsaida (east of Capernaum), discovers the Messiah but the focus of the narrative turns to his immediate response. He finds Nathanael and extends to him the same words used by Jesus for Andrew in 1:39, “Come and see” (v. 46). Disciples must therefore make more disciples in the manner of Jesus.

To be a disciple means coming under the authority of Jesus. In 1:42 Peter is renamed. Now in 1:47–50 Nathanael experiences Jesus’ prophetic power over his life. But this power is minor in comparison to what Jesus will display. The description of Jesus in 1:51 may be based on Jacob’s vision in Genesis 28:12. Jesus is the locus of God’s self-revelation on earth. In this regard, this final verse reiterates the affirmation of the prologue: Jesus is the full revelation of the glory and presence of God.
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