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John 1:43-51 
“Following Jesus, Who Sees You” 

Matthew B. Reeves 
 

 
Nathanael was one of the first to follow Jesus. To hear John tell his story, Nathanael doesn’t follow 

Jesus after bottoming out or in the midst of crisis over the eternal state of his soul. He doesn’t strike us as a 
seeker of truth or as thirsty for some kind of deeper life. The few words he says make him sound like 
something of a skeptic. 

 
Really, we know next to nothing about Nathanael. Except that one day, before he ever met Jesus, 

Jesus saw him. That, according to John, this is why Nathaniel followed the Lord––because of how he was 
seen. It could be that this is why you and I would follow Jesus too: because Jesus is the one who really sees 
you. That we would be fully seen and truly known is one of our great desires. It might also be one of our 
great fears.  

 
This fear comes out in the small things, like when, the other day, we were driving Little Italy to 

meet someone for dinner. As we’re going along Wilson Mills, we’re picking all kinds stuff off the floor of the 
car. Snack wrappers. Broken pencils. Random bits of paper. Fossilized food that looks to have come from 
the early Jurassic period. We’re putting it all in the trash bag because we’ve remembered that the restaurant 
we’re going to has a parking lot. Which, if you’ve had to park on the street in Little Italy, would seem like 
really good news. Except, we remember, this parking lot might have a valet. Who would see the inside of 
the car. 

 
Why do we care what the valet in Little Italy thinks of the inside of our car? But there we are trying 

to make it more presentable. 
 
Presentable. Meaning fit to be seen by others. As in you aren’t going out looking like that? As in, it’s 

time to blitz clean because company’s coming over. For how many of us is the house the neatest and 
cleanest when guests are about to arrive? I’m come up with a name for that kind of cleaning: shame 
cleaning. It’s the cleaning you do so things will be seen a certain way by others. Let’s face it. We aren’t 
fooling anyone. We all know it doesn’t always look that nice. But we wouldn’t have it seen as it usually 
really is, at least if we can help it. 

 
 Being seen can feel painful. Like when I was in middle school and I hated how my ears and face 
turned red when was embarrassed. I still don’t like it so much, the blushing an outward manifestation of a 
feeling I might rather keep to myself. But there it is on my ears, for everyone to see. Why is it so hard for it 
to be seen? 
 

We are conscious of how we’re seen. Walk through the gym where some are trying to bulk up and 
others are trying slim down. It’s not always for health or athletic reasons. There are fears and insecurities 
behind how we’d have our bodies seen. It’s not always because of increased stability that walkers and canes 
stay in closets. It’s self-consciousness of how they look. 
 
 How are you doing? “Pretty well.” I think that’s my standard response. What if some replied, 
“Liar.” Like they could tell that we’re not fine. That we’re anxious. Or grieving. Or angry. Or exhausted. 
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Or lonely. Or afraid. But “fine” is the presentable thing to say. It’s the response that keeps us from really 
being seen, even when being seen as we are might be, deep down, what we really need. 
 
 Throughout the Gospel of John, there’s all kinds of talk about seeing and being seen. Jesus is the 
one who sees more than anyone else. A Samaritan woman run to town saying that Jesus told her everything 
she’d ever done. In the course of his last meal, Jesus looks into Judas and Peter and says they’ll betray and 
deny him. Jesus sees past the surface to the heart and soul of things. This might sound kind of scary, that 
before the eyes of Jesus none of our secrets are hid. But to Jesus’ followers, the truth that Jesus sees us is very 
good news. 
 
 In John, Jesus receives his followers through a kind of a chain reaction. John the Baptist sees Jesus 
and says, “Look! There’s the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” Andrew hears this word 
from John and begins to follow Jesus. Then Andrew goes to Simon and says, “We’ve found the Messiah!” 
When Andrew leads Simon to Jesus, the Lord looks at Simon, like he’s seeing into Simon, into who he is, and 
says, “A guy like you will have to be called Cephas,” which means The Rock, whom usually call Peter. 
 
 Jesus calls out to Philip who just up and follows him with no questions asked, and it seems Jesus is 
doing well in the disciple-choosing department. Until––and here it seems that John is giving instruction to 
the church––until disciples who are passionate about following Jesus start to invite other people to come 
and follow Jesus too. 
 
 Philip is so excited about this relationship he has with Jesus. He’s like a puppy romping around with 
a brand new ball. He wants everyone to play. Even Nathanael. 
 
 “Hey, Nathanael,” he says. Picture Philip running up all out of breath. “We’ve found him! We’ve 
found the one Moses wrote about in the law and the prophets!” Nathanael lifts an eyebrow “It’s Jesus,” 
Philip says. “It’s Joseph’s son, from Nazareth!” 
 
 Nathanael’s response is an open book. “Really,” he says. “From Nazareth. Can anything from 
Nazareth be good?” Was this like saying, “Really? From the West Side?” Like an Ohio State fan saying, 
“Can anything from Ann Arbor be good?”  
 

Later in the gospel we learn Nathanael was from Cana, a larger, more sophisticated town about ten 
miles from Nazareth. To Nathanael, Nazareth was backwater and shabby. But to Jesus, it was home. 
 
 What’s going on in this exchange where Nathanael gets a dig in on Nazareth? John is doing more 
than showing Nathanael’s skepticism and regional biases. He’s also telling us something about Jesus. Jesus 
who was all of God’s light and truth and love––the fullness of God’s being right here on earth––Jesus 
apparently introduced himself as being from Nazareth. And he did this knowing that, to some, Nazareth 
wasn’t very “presentable.” But Jesus didn’t need to keep up appearances. There was no shame cleaning 
Nazareth out of his life, because Jesus was the Son of God who takes the lowliest towns, and the lowliest of 
hearts, as his own home. Which, to Jesus, made Nathanael an attractive follower.  
 

Philip invites Nathanael to come to Jesus and just see for himself. This is the ministry of the church. 
Not to make converts but to give invitation. To point others to Jesus who alone does the saving work. We 
are Philip who says to Nathanael, “I’ve received such a gift in knowing Jesus. Why don’t you come and see 
him too.” 

 
Nathanael approaches Jesus who looks him up and down, inside and out, and says, “Here’s a 

genuine Israelite in whom there’s no deceit.” In other words, “Nathanael, I know who you really are.” 
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 Jesus looks at you and at me––Jesus looks into us––and says, “I know who you genuinely are. I know 
you behind your deceptions and cover-ups and attempts to be presentable.” Jesus sees us with all things 
we’d never share on Facebook. The parts of ourselves that we don’t let show at work. What have you 
longed to say to someone but haven’t let out? Jesus has heard.  
 

How does this sound to us? Is it threatening? Or does it, perhaps, sound kind of freeing? 
  
 “How do you know me?” Nathanael says to Jesus. It’s a fair enough question to ask. As far as 
Nathanael knows, he and Jesus have never met. Then Jesus says this cryptic thing. He says to Nathanael, 
“Before Philip called you, I saw you under the fig tree.” 
 
 The Bible commentators have had lots of fun with what Jesus say Nathanael doing under that fig 
tree. Some suggest that rabbis taught and studied under fig trees, and so Jesus say the sincerity of 
Nathanael’s belief. Others say the fig tree represents the tree of knowledge of good and evil in the Garden 
of Eden, and that Nathanael saw Nathanael confessing his sins. So Jesus was telling him his sins were 
forgiven. One commentator recalls the apocryphal story of Susanna in which an act of adultery takes place 
“under a tree,” and so Jesus was sayng, “Nathanael, I saw what you were doing under that tree!”  
 

At that point, I set the commentators opinions aside because John didn’t tell this story so we could 
speculate about what Nathanael was doing under a tree. John gave us this story to tell us what Jesus is 
doing. Jesus, whom we come to see under the tree called the cross, he looks into us, and sees us as we really 
are. But he isn’t looking to condemn or diminish us. He’s looking to open our lives to God, so that every 
part of us might be present to the saving love of God’s Son.” 

 
When Nathanael replied to the word about the fig tree saying, “You are God’s Son!” This is how 

followers respond to being seen through and through by Jesus. Not with shame or pride or fear or excuses, 
but simple acknowledgment that, in Christ, we really come into the presence and life of God. 

 
Which brings us to the last thing Jesus says to Nathanael. He says, “You believe because I saw you 

under that fig tree? You’ll see things even greater than these. You’ll see heaven open, and God’s angels 
going up to heaven and down to earth on the Son of Man.” 

 
Jesus is talking about the vision received by master of cover-up, Jacob, on the run from home after 

deceiving his father and cheating his brother. His first night on the lam Jacob dreams of a ladder with its 
feet on the earth and its top run in at heaven. Angels were climbing up and down. He wakes up, looks 
around and says, “This is God’s house and the entrance to heaven, and I didn’t even know it.”  

 
The good news about Jesus is not just that we can be open to God, but that the God of heaven is 

open to us. Jesus looks into you and me, and the stuff of our life and our world that can be so hard to look 
at. He says that this now is God’s house, where God really wishes to reside. He says this because he himself 
is there. He is there opening heaven to us right where we are, simply as we are. 

 
But followers of Jesus need to know that they not the only ones seen by Jesus. They are just the ones 

who accept his gaze and his presence with thanks, and grow in knowledge of how much they are valued by 
God. Which means followers of Jesus are always coming clean to God with their lives, for Jesus is saving 
them and joining them to God in the midst of everything he sees. 

 
God wishes this gift of salvation and authentic life for everyone Jesus looks at. And Jesus does look 

at everyone. Which is why followers of Jesus find themselves doing what Philip does for Nathanael, just 
giving an honest invitation: “Why don’t you come and see? Why don’t you come and see Jesus with me?” 
Amen. 


