
Aug. 23, 2020 -- (Pentecost 13, St. Bartholomew, Apostle) 

Sermon Text – 1 Corinthians 12:27-31a; John 1:43-51 

 
- Philip found Nathanael and said to him, “We have found him about whom Moses in 

the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.” Nathanael 

said to him, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come 

and see.” When Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him, he said of him, “Here is truly 

an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” -  

 

Officially, he’s remembered in the church as St. Bartholomew, but I’ll call him 

Nathanael.  That’s what John does in writing his gospel, and if it’s good enough for 

John, then it’s good enough for me.  Of course, there are some scholars who think 

we’re talking about two different individuals, but I’m with John.  After all, Bartholomew 

is from Cana in Galilee.  Nathanael is from Cana in Galilee.  Among the disciples, 

Bartholomew is always paired with Philip.  Nathanael is paired with Philip.  So, I think 

they are two names for the same person – Nathanael Bartholomew – Nathanael, the 

son of Tholomew, like the blind beggar, Bartimaeus, the blind son of Timaeus.  So, 

Nathanael Bartholomew, it makes sense. 

 

 Now, here’s the thing about Nathanael.  He is a person in whom there is no 

“guile.”  That’s the old Revised Standard Version translation.  The New RSV has 

changed it to “deceit.”  Nathanael is a person in whom there is no “deceit.”  And 

Eugene Peterson describes it this way in his “Message” interpretation of the Bible, 

Nathanael is a person who does not have “a false bone in his body.”  I take this to 

mean that Nathanael would not be a good poker player, or a good spouse either for 

that matter.  I mean Nathanael can’t control his responses or emotions.  He can’t 

cover up the fact that he’s holding four Aces in order to get his opponent with the full 

house to run up the pot by thinking he or she is going to win.  Philip has a giant tell.  

He draws his four Aces and his face lights up.  He can’t contain his excitement.  He 

can’t wait to go all in.  He knows he’s got this.  Unfortunately, so does everyone else.  

They all fold.  There’s no sense betting against a player who’s going to win.  Or, as I try 

to get my confirmation students to understand, sometimes honesty is not the best 

policy.  For instance, if your spouse asks, “Do these pants make me look fat?”  That’s 

a neutral question, which could be asked by either a husband or a wife.  The best 

answer is, “Darling, you look great!”  That may not be true, and it may not answer the 

question, but it could save a relationship.  It’s polite and loving and smart.  No one 

wants an honest answer to a question like that.  So, we try to be diplomatic.  

Nathanael can’t do that.  Ask him the same question, and he will tell you, “Yes, they 

do.  You look fat.” End of discussion.  And end of relationship.  Maybe, unless you’ve 

laid out some very clear ground rules relating to marital honesty. 
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 Here’s how that works.  When Jesus finds Philip and calls him to follow, Philip is 

excited.  He runs to find his friend Nathanael.  He can’t wait to share the good news.  

“Nathanael,” he shouts, “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also 

the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.”  Rather than sharing his joy, 

Nathanael, because he has no “guile,” or “deceit,” or “false bones” in his body, 

responds in the negative, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?”  “Philip,” he is 

saying, “that’s not possible.  Nothing good can come from a place like that!”  We 

usually chalk this up to small town rivalry.  Cana is the dominant city on one side of 

the mountain.  Nazareth is the wanna be village on the other.  The big city folks think, 

“No good thing can be expected to come from a place like ‘Podunk Center’.”  

Nathanael flat out rejects the idea.  And he lets Philip know in no uncertain terms.  

Well, you might say, “Now that is a really bold witness!”  But this is Jesus, and we’d 

have to say that Nathanael is probably wrong.  Good things can come from 

anywhere, even from the town of your hated rivals from the other side of the 

mountain.  For his part, Philip is persistent.  We have to commend him for that.  He 

insists on Nathanael giving Jesus a chance.  He says, “Come and see.” 

 

 And Nathanael, for his part, goes with Philip, I assume, unconvinced that Jesus 

is really going to turn out to be the Messiah.  When Jesus sees them approaching, he 

utters his crucial statement about Nathanael, “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there 

is no deceit!”  Nathanael doesn’t deny it.  He can’t.  He’s that guileless.  He doesn’t 

have the ability to pretend that he’s something he isn’t.  Instead, his answer indicates 

that Jesus is right.  “Where did you get to know me?” he asks.  And Jesus responds, “I 

saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.”  This may seem like an unusual 

statement to most of us, but it connects Nathanael with the Old Testament.  There was 

an expectation, drawn from the prophet Micah, that when the Messiah comes, 

“[each person] shall…sit under their own vines and under their own fig trees.”  The 

idea that Jesus saw him under a fig tree is confirmation that Philip’s initial report to 

Nathanael was correct.  Jesus is the Messiah, the one for whom the people have 

been waiting.  Jesus knows him and he knows where he has been.  In addition, the 

fact that Jesus refers to him as an “Israelite” and not just any person, connects 

Nathanael with Jacob, the patriarch who was renamed “Israel,” and whose char-

acter was filled with “deceit.”  Jacob, as you remember, was full of guile.  He built his 

entire future on falsehoods, cheating his brother and lying to his father.  Yet, God 

honors both the birthright and the blessing he has stolen.  Now, Nathanael represents 

a new beginning, a new Israel, a people in whom there is no “deceit,” or “guile,” or 

“falsity.”  The Messiah is here to make a new beginning, and Nathanael will be part of 

it.  He blurts out, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God!  You are the King of Israel!”  And 
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that’s a really bold witness indeed!  But Jesus goes even further, explaining to 

Nathanael that he will see even greater things, including the angels “ascending and 

descending on the Son of Man,” a clear reference to the dream Jacob had when he 

was running away from his brother, Esau. 

 

 Whatever happens to Nathanael isn’t clear.  He disappears in John’s gospel, 

only to reappear after Jesus’ resurrection as one of the disciples who gather and 

meet with him in Galilee.  Otherwise, he carries on as Bartholomew in the other 

gospels and the book of Acts.  Legend has it that he went on to a career as a 

missionary, spreading the gospel to such widespread areas as Ethiopia, India and 

Armenia, where he is teamed once again with Philip.  According to this account, 

through a miraculous healing and his preaching Philip converted the wife of the 

proconsul of the city, Hierapolis, in western Turkey.  This enraged the proconsul, who 

had Philip and Bartholomew tortured.  They were both then crucified upside-down.  

While being crucified, Philip preached from his cross.  As a result, the crowd 

clamored for the release of both of the disciples.  Bartholomew was set free, but Philip 

insisted that they not release him.  He preferred to stay on his cross.  As a result, Philip 

died, but Bartholomew continued his preaching, only to be executed later.   

 

 Do you know any Nathanaels?  Maybe you are a Nathanael.  Honest “as the 

day is long,” or honest “to a fault,” we might say.  Honesty is something to be 

admired.  It’s a characteristic with which we endow our famous leaders.  Think about 

George Washington and the story about him chopping down the cherry tree.  Or the 

story of “Honest Abe” Lincoln, walking ten miles to return a few pennies to their rightful 

owner.  Generally, honesty is a good thing.  It helps to move things along in a positive 

direction.  It helps if everyone knows clearly what is being said and done.  Occasion-

ally there are better choices, which we learn to discern with wisdom and experience.  

If we are to be “Bold Witnesses,” then I would suspect honesty would be a big part of 

that recipe.  Our words need to match our actions.  Our claims should be based on 

truth.  And our deeds need to be built on a solid foundation.  There are many other 

biblical stories that lead us in that direction.  If we are to fulfill our mission, it seems we 

could all use a little Nathanael in us. 

 

         Amen. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cross_of_St._Peter

