
John 1: 43-51       January 17, 2021      

 This morning we have arrived at the second Sunday after the Epiphany, Epiphany being 

the season within the church year of revelation, of the manifestation of God’s glory, of seeing 

how God is incarnate in Christ.  Today in our lesson we see a scene in the life of Jesus and his 

first disciples, and we discover more about Jesus, about the kind of impact he had on other 

people, about how God’s glory is revealed through Him. Which makes this lesson a little 

epiphany.  This church season points us towards multiple epiphanies—that word being plural and 

with a lower case “e”---epiphany being a word that applies not to just this specific season of the 

church year, but to any revelation or moment of insight, and we can all have such moments, and 

we can all  have more than one.   During this time of the church year, we are to be on the lookout 

for epiphanies. 

 In that regard, I am reminded of a Synodical meeting which I attended some years ago at 

this same time of year.  As an opening devotion, we were all invited to share an epiphany we’d 

experienced through the Christmas season or as the New Year began.  And a great guy named 

Rudy, a tax accountant with a gift for honesty, said something like, “I don’t think I had a single 

insight or epiphany moment throughout the holidays.  I’m not aware of any revelations or 

epiphanies in the New Year.  And at the rate my workload is going, I won’t have time for an 

epiphany until after the tax season ends”.  His refreshing burst of frankness  gave the rest of us 

there the permission to be equally honest!  I don’t know how you might answer a question about 

the epiphanies or revelations you have experienced so far through the holidays or January of 

2021?  I’m wondering if we might also, in utter honesty, find ourselves feeling that our supply of  
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magical, wondrous moments of revelation is running a little scant.  Not necessarily because 

we’re overworked and busy tax accountants during tax season, but because everything around us 

is just so plain grim and disturbing right now. In light of recent events,  I guess we could 

honestly say that we have had some revelations or epiphanies, in the sense of gaining insights, 

but I’m not sure if they could be attributed to God or are revealing of God’s glory.  The sights I 

saw on January 6--the actual day of Epiphany, ironically-- were an epiphany of sorts; just not one 

in which I can easily see the glory of God.   Like you, most likely, I saw the events of the 

storming of our capitol unfold in real time on television.  My eyes were opened, yes; not to the 

glory of God, but to the darkness, disorder, and capacity for the destructiveness of humanity.  My 

eyes were opened to the potential fragility of our precious democracy and the ease with which 

crowds can be incited to bad behavior.  All of us saw things occur which cannot be allowed to go 

without condemnation.  Fundamental to our democracy is the peaceful transition of power.  

Efforts to derail that are simply unacceptable.  This may be an epiphany of sorts, but not the kind 

we probably are hoping for! 

 Along with that, any number of us are also dealing with issues of grief, illness, and 

struggles of various kinds, on top of the global pandemic.  These are also eye-opening events, 

revelatory perhaps of the preciousness and fragility of human life and health.  Sadly, these are 

also not the kind of epiphanies we would like to be seeing or experiencing.  Like Rudy, we may 

feel that epiphanies revealing the glory of God are in short supply or perhaps have just been put 

on hold—until after the inauguration, or after the pandemic is finally defeated, or after our 

particular set of personal troubles or over, or whatever end game we may have in our sights. 
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 But you know, I would hate to believe that no moments revealing God’s glory and 

goodness are in store for us until after some later date.  Wouldn’t you?  That just doesn’t seem to 

be in keeping with how God operates either. Can our text this morning offer us any more positive  

insights that can give us hope for some epiphanies right now?  Let’s find out.  We are reading the 

story of the calling of two of Christ’s disciples, Philip and Nathanael.  “Follow me”, Jesus says to 

Philip.  And something about Jesus remarkably led Philip to answer that invitation and follow.  It 

also led Philip to extend an invitation of his own to his friend, Nathanael.  “We’ve found the 

messiah,” he tells Nathanael, “it’s a guy from Nazareth named Jesus.”  To which Nathanael, a 

man with a reputation for blunt honesty responds, “That can’t be right.  Nothing and nobody 

good comes out of that cesspool of Nazareth.”  Obviously, Nazareth didn’t have a great 

reputation within the area of Galilee.  But how does Philip respond to this cynicism?  Quite 

simply.  He just says, “Come and see.”  He doesn’t try to argue with Nathanael or coerce him, he 

just invites him to come to a place where he can see for himself;  basically, he asks Nathanael to 

put himself in a place where he can have his own epiphany as to who this Jesus is.  “Come and 

see”.  

 This is a text about seeing and being seen.  Philip invites Nathanael to “come and see”.  

Jesus tells Nathanael that he saw him under the fig tree before they ever met, which amazes 

Nathanael.  Jesus assures Nathanael that he will see much greater things than this.  “You haven’t 

seen anything yet’, he pretty much tells him.  In our final verse, Jesus tells Nathanael that he will 

see the heavens opened and the angels ascending and descending.  Lots of seeing…..Jesus seeing 

us, us seeing Jesus, and us seeing sights of heavenly significance.  And that seeing all ties in 

nicely with this notion of epiphanies, which are essentially generally visual in nature.  The 
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question we ask ourselves throughout this season of Epiphany could well be:  Where are we 

seeing God and the glory of God?   

 But this text is about more than seeing; it’s also about places.  In this short story, 5 

different places are named: the region of Galilee, which is where Jesus and his disciples all live.  

The city of Bethsaida within the region of Galilee, where Andrew, Peter, Nathaniel and Philip 

live. The city of Nazareth within the region of Galilee, where Jesus lives.  The specific location 

of “under the fig tree” where Jesus, from miles away, “sees” Nathanel, and finally, the entity of 

heaven.  5 places.  And what interesting places they are, and how varied!  Under a fig tree.  The 

very heavens.  The sketchy town of Nazareth.  The more respectable town of Bethsaida.  The 

larger region of Galilee, centered around the Sea of Galilee with its fishing industry.  The concept 

of place is so important to us, when you think about it. Many of us who live in this beautiful part 

of the world are deeply rooted to place.  Others of course are not; perhaps they move frequently 

with their work, or are homeless, or are in the military, or are immigrants.  When we lack a sense 

of being grounded or rooted in place, it can be unsettling and alarming.  Having to live without a 

sense of security of place is a struggle.  And sometimes we spend parts of our lives looking to 

find our place, to discover where we can be rooted and grounded. 

 So what do all these places in our text suggest?  Well, surely we learn that Jesus comes 

from and goes to a wide variety of places.  We learn that Jesus sees us in whatever place we may 

be, even if its miles away under a fig tree.  We learn that we can see God in and through Jesus; 

we can see the very glory of God who creates light and sight, incarnate in our Lord.  No place is 

beyond the sight of God. 
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So, here’s a lesson about the importance of place I’ve learned from the birding and 

owling my husband and I have taken up this past year.  I stand a hugely greater chance of seeing 

a particular bird, like a Great Gray Owl or a sandhill crane, if I put myself in a particular place 

which they frequent. It’s just doing the math, playing the odds, and it’s true.   

 Likewise, I’m going to suggest that place matters in our likelihood of epiphanies, of our 

chances of having revelatory moments about God and God’s glory.  “Come and see”, Philip 

invited Nathanel.  Which meant that  Nathanael had to leave his comfort zone under the fit tree, 

put aside his prejudices against the  inhabitants of Nazareth, and be open to seeing what he might 

see.  Doesn’t that suggest that we may need to do likewise? 

 We may need to move beyond our comfort zones, our fig trees.  We may need to set aside 

prejudices or presuppositions about people or places.  We may need to be intentionally aware of 

being open to seeing whatever God may have to show us.  Being in some places may increase 

that likelihood more than other places.  Participating in worship, whether in our beloved church 

or online, puts us in a prime place for seeing Jesus.  Walking, skiing, snowshoeing, looking up at 

the night sky from our backyard, all place us in position to see the glory of God revealed in 

God’s creation.  Reaching out in whatever way we can to whomever we can, even if it somehow 

pushes us outside of our comfort zone, puts us in the place to see the face of Christ in another 

person. And when we start to think about epiphanies in that way, we may realize we have 

experienced epiphanies that have pointed us to the glory of God, even in these strange times in 

which we are living.  I realize I have.  Because I’ve seen Great Gray Owls in flight.  I’ve seen the 

faces of brothers and sisters in Christ on my computer screen for Smart Team Meetings or Bible 
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studies.  I’ve seen the compassion and care expressed by people like yourselves as Phil is 

preparing for his cancer surgery this week.  I have seen signs and wonders that point me toward 

the glory of God and face of Christ.  And so have you.  You may just not have thought of them 

that way.  “Come and see”, is an invitation to us, too.  Come and see Jesus.  Come and see the 

face of Christ in each other.  Come and see the glory of God in creation.  Come and see the Lord 

who sees you; who saves you; who calls you to follow.  Amen. 
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