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                                          Text: John 1:43-51

The north shore of the Sea of Galilee hosted a number of fishing villages, including Bethsaida, which means “house of fishing,” and Jesus based his Galilean ministry among them.  Bethsaida was near Capernaum, where Peter and Andrew lived, both of whom were originally from Bethsaida.  These fishing villages, such as this little town of Bethsaida, were important places, because they were on the main highway that brought traffic from the hill country of Judea.

Philip and Nathanael were from Bethsaida.  John tells us that Jesus found Philip, and asked him to follow him.  Then Philip went and found Nathanael, and told him that he had “found him, about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote – Jesus, the son of Joseph, from Nazareth.”

Now, Nathanael, who’d likely heard of & witnessed numerous accounts of men from Galilee who claimed to be some sort of “messiah,”  didn’t jump on this and buy into what Philip told him right away – did he?

Actually, his response was, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”  I mean, why couldn’t the one who Philip believed to be the Messiah just as well come out of Bethsaida?  You see, Nazareth, while it didn’t necessarily have a bad reputation, was still just a small, south Galilean mountain village, with no real claim to fame.  So what could possibly be so “special” about Nazareth?
But Philip doesn’t give up so easily, does he?  Philip doesn’t say, “OK, suit yourself!” – and then go on his way.  Philip challenges Nathanael’s skepticism, doesn’t he?  “Come and see!”  In other words – if you don’t want to take my word for it – come and see for yourself!
And then, when Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him, he said, “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!”  And Nathanael’s response is, in essence, “How do you know what kind of person I am?”   Because, you see, normally, one has to have some sort of relationship with a person to know anything of their character.  So, Nathanael wondered how this guy Jesus could possibly know anything about him!
But then the next words Jesus spoke broke through in such a way that all of Nathanael’s skepticism, and preconceived notions about anything good coming out of Nazareth – melted away! … As Jesus responded, “I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.”

Well, Nathanael knew that there was no way Jesus could possibly have physically “seen” him.  So he knew there must be something very special about this “Jesus” … a kind of knowledge, and discernment, and depth of vision that he believed could come from nobody, other than one sent by God!  And he responded, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God!  You are the King of Israel!”  To which Jesus responded, “Hey, Nate – you ain’t seen nothin’ yet!”  Of course, this being my own translation of the original Aramaic!
It’s easy for us to look back all those 2,000 years, and criticize Nathanael for being so skeptical – after his friend, Philip, told him he had found the Messiah.  But Nathanael needed more than just this friend’s report of his experience in meeting Jesus.  Nathanael needed his own encounter with the Messiah!!  Nathanael needed to meet the Savior, and to personally experience the divine power and the authority that he did, once he was in the Lord’s presence.

It’s really no different for us today, is it?  We can read about Jesus.  We can hear sermons and teachings about Jesus.  We can hear other folks tell us how they have met Jesus.  But it’s not until you and I have our own personal encounter with the Living Lord, that we can, like Nathanael, confess that he is the Son of God, & the King of Israel … the long-awaited Messiah!! 
Many of us grew up learning about Jesus – the stories in the Gospels of his birth, his being found in the Temple by Joseph and Mary, his public ministry: his teachings, healings, deliverance ministry, & miracles.  His encounters with the religious authorities of the day, his arrest & trial, his crucifixion, his death, and his resurrection.  But it’s not these stories themselves that brought us to a confession of faith.  It was that Spirit-filled encounter – that personal experience you and I had with the Risen Lord – that made our confession of faith real and meaningful!
Now, don’t get me wrong!  Don’t think I’m trying to tell you that the stories of Jesus in the Bible don’t matter – because they absolutely do!  They lay the “ground work” – the foundation - so to speak, for the Holy Spirit to do His work of bringing us to faith!  “Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word of God!!”  But without that personal encounter and experience with Jesus Christ – what we have amounts to “head knowledge,” and what falls short of that experience of “knowing deep down in our knower” – that Jesus is “the Son of God, the King of Israel!”

I come back here again to the story of one of my favorite heroes of the faith, John Wesley.  John had been to Oxford, & had studied Scripture & theology for years!  He’d been ordained in the Church of England, and had been serving as an Anglican priest for some time.  John probably had as much, if not more, “head knowledge” than most folks of his day & time!

But it wasn’t until John had his personal encounter and experience with who Jesus Christ truly is, that night in the meeting in London on Aldersgate Street – that he was able to say, from his heart, “I knew at that moment that I trusted in Christ, and Christ alone, for my salvation!”  Just as with Nathanael, and just as with John Wesley – our relationship with the Living Lord begins as we meet him and receive him for who is truly is – the Son of God, the King of king, and the Lord of lords.  
But let’s not just leave it there!  Because there’s a danger in one coming to Jesus, receiving him as Savior & Lord, and then having the mindset that it’s a “done deal,” and that you and I don’t need to do anything else.  This is where the Enemy, I believe, would like us to stay!  Because it’s at this point, as believers, that we’re most vulnerable.
In Hosea 4:6, the prophet, speaking the words of God, says, “My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge.”  In my preparation for this message today, I read a Bible college professor’s account of his experience with first year students – freshmen – from evangelical churches.  Young people who loved Jesus, and had accepted him as Savior and as Lord.  But also, folks who had difficulty answering some fairly basic questions – regarding the Bible and theology.  They weren’t sure whether Barnabas was in the Old Testament or the New Testament.  And they had difficulty putting Exodus, Psalms, Isaiah, Matthew & Romans in the proper order.  
One student thought that Jesus had been baptized by John in the Dead Sea, and another that Paul was one of the original 12 apostles.  When it came to matters of theology and church history, many students weren’t quite sure how folks like Augustine, Luther, and John Wesley fit into the picture.  And as far as being able to articulate an understanding of the person of Christ, salvation, and their basis for identity as Christians – they really struggled.  Now, all that being said, the professor went on to say that he knew they really did love Jesus.
Now, lest there be any misunderstanding, we’re not about the business of trying to impress people with our biblical and theological knowledge.  We can’t expect every Christian believer to have the equivalent of a Bible college or Master’s in Divinity degree (much less a Doctor of Ministry!).  But we do need to make sure that once a person comes to Christ – once they have an encounter & an experience with the Risen Lord – they are provided with the opportunity to grow in their knowledge of the faith, and of the things of God!  That’s why, here at St. Barnabas, in addition to Sunday morning worship, we offer Sunday school, Bible study on Wednesday mornings, and an interactive Bible study at Folk Mass on Wednesday evenings, as well as other special programs and studies.
Because without us, as God’s people, being “rooted and grounded” properly, we not only personally won’t be able to withstand the onslaught of the Enemy – which most of us know we face daily! … But neither will we be equipped to be effective witnesses for the Lord Jesus Christ, and for the message of the Gospel … either individually, or corporately!
For instance, we know that “God is love” … But how do we “unpack” that in such a way that it has enough depth and meaning for ourselves, and for those whom we seek to lead into the Kingdom?
That’s what’s so critical about Sunday school, & Bible study, & youth & children’s ministry!  That’s what’s so essential about our own, private, personal study time, coupled with prayer – asking the Holy Spirit to “rightly divide” God’s Word of Truth for us!  Sermons are great – but let’s not let any of them – whether mine, Fr. Bruce’s or Fr. Pete’s, or even Billy Graham’s – suffice for the equipping we need to live out the potential God has for us - as effective disciples & witnesses for His Son, Jesus Christ!! Amen?!
If you’ve not yet had a personal encounter & experience with Jesus Christ, like Nathanael, in today’s Gospel – then I invite you this morning to come forward to receive the bread & the wine, and – maybe for the first time in your life - to encounter & experience the “real presence” of Jesus, as the Son of God, and as the King of kings, and as the Lord of lords!
And I would challenge all of us not to be content to “rest on our laurels,” but to continually be about the business of learning and growing – and of becoming “rooted and grounded” … for our own sake, and for the sake of those whose lives we’re led by the Holy Spirit to touch eternally – for Christ’s sake.  
Fr. Pete, Fred, myself, and several other brothers in Christ had the opportunity to speak and pray with a man this past Friday – a man lying in his bed a – in what were most likely his final hours in his earthly journey.  A man who’d professed to be an agnostic most of his life.  But a man who was finally willing to listen to the message of the Gospel – of trusting in Jesus Christ for where he would spend eternity – and of allowing us to pray for him.  

God is a God of miracles, and He can change the hearts of those who’ve denied Him for a lifetime!  But He calls us, and needs us, to be “rooted and grounded,” in order to be used most effectively by Him in touching the lives of others for Christ’s sake, and in making an eternal difference!  

Come to Christ!  Receive him as Savior, as Lord, as Messiah, and Redeemer!  Trust in him for the forgiveness of your sins and for your eternal salvation!  And then allow him to teach you and mold you and fashion you into the Child of God you have the potential to become … not just for yourself, but so you can reach out and touch others – in his name – and make an eternal difference!!  Amen!!
