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Georgetown Presbyterian Church  Acts 19:1-7 

Second Sunday After Epiphany  Meeting God 

 
 
Let us pray. May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable in 
your sight, oh Lord our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen.  
 
Our passage from the gospel of John comes… in an odd place. On the one side we have the 
grand introduction: “In the beginning was the WORD. And the Word was with God, and the 
word was god. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came 
into being!”  
[And] on the other side we have the first signs and miracles of Jesus turning water into 
wine. And in between the cosmic Christ and the miraculous messiah rests Jesus’ call of the 
first disciples.  
 
The passage is mostly conversation, and an odd one at that. It describes Jesus calling Philip 
and Nathanael. Philip comes easy it seems. We read that “Jesus found him and said to him, 
‘Follow me.’” We don’t hear anything else that happened, but it must have been effective, 
because Philip not only follows Jesus, but goes to tell Nathanael about him.  
 
No reason is mentioned about why he went to Nathanael in particular. They may have been 
friends or neighbors. But it could be that Philip trusted Nathanael with the important news 
of Jesus. Jesus himself declared Nathanael to be an Israelite without deceit.  
 
It could be that when Philip was confronted with Jesus, he knew exactly the person he 
should tell. The one whom he could always trust for an honest, well-balanced answer.  
 
So Philip goes running until he finds his friend, and in between catching his breath he 
declares, “We found him! We found the one that Moses wrote about! It’s… a guy from 
Nazareth! Jesus, Joseph’s son!”  
 
Cool-head Nate listens to his friend going on and on about Jesus and responds in a 
reasonable way. He starts with what he knows, asking “Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth?” 
 
Nathanael knew Nazareth. He thought he knew the people. It wasn’t much of a city. Maybe 
300 people. There was no mention of Nazareth in the Hebrew scriptures. Maybe he 
recognized Joseph’s name, but that was just another mark against Jesus. How could an 
ordinary son of a nobody from a nothing town possibly be the messiah? 
 
Philip had not been convinced by words, and he knew his friend wouldn’t be either. So he 
did what he could to get Nathanael out from under the fig tree. He had to see for himself. 
His friend told him to “Come and see.” 
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Nathanael followed Philip. When Jesus saw him, he declared “here truly is an Israelite who 
is without deceit!” 
 
This surprises Nathanael. He was coming to size up Jesus, and instead Jesus beat him to it. 
The sandal is on the other foot. He thought he knew this man from good-for-nothing 
Nazareth, but instead this man from Nazareth knows good Nathanael. 
 
“How do you know me?” Nathanael asks cautiously. “I saw you under the fig tree before 
Philip called you.” 
 
At this point our sober Nathanael loses all sense of caution and declares, “Rabbi, you are the 
Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” Gone are the cool calculations under the fig tree.  
  
At first read Jesus can seem like a mind-reading miracle worker doing a parlor trick to wow 
a skeptical simpleton.  
 
But it isn’t that Nathanael is easily impressed—we cannot dismiss him that easily. Rather 
he is so profoundly surprised by this stranger who knew him—who really knew him. 
 
It is this unexpected encounter with God that catches him off guard, and allows him to 
wonder, to hope, to believe, that he is in the presence of God.  
 
This is what it is to meet God. To be encountered by a force that both confirms our deepest 
knowledge of ourselves, and reorders all of our expectations about the world.  
 
Remember, Nathanael wasn’t looking for Jesus or God at all. He was minding his own 
business, living his life. He was a good man, to be sure, but that is beside the point. 
The important thing was that he felt that this man Jesus saw him—knew him—in a 
way that no one else had. 
 
Not only did Jesus know him, but Jesus asked him to follow. You will see greater things than 
these, he declares.  
 
Jesus calls us, Jesus sees us, Jesus knows us. It is harder the other way around. Jesus is 
called many things in this passage. Rabbi; the promised of Moses; the son of Joseph from 
Nazareth; the Son of God; the King of Israel; and the Son of Man.” “Angels ascending and 
descending on the Son of Man,” even gives us an image of Jesus as a ladder!”  
 
So many titles in so few verses forces us to admit a confusion and mystery about who and 
what Jesus is, but it also reveals the fact that Jesus is more than can fit into our limited 
understanding.  
 
And our understanding is indeed limited. “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” The 
words are not set in the mouth of an antagonist in our story, but a virtuous soon-to-be-
disciple. 
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There is a classic joke: a tourist asks a local shop owner for directions to his hotel. The local 
replies with a convoluted and complicated set of directions until he finally declares, “Well, 
you can’t get there from here.” 
 
We do not meet God. It is the other way around. God meets and confronts us in ways 
that we could never anticipate. In ways that go beyond our understanding of the 
world. And when it happens all we can do is receive the gift of God’s presence.  
 
“Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” 
 
Yes, something good does come from Nazareth. The Good thing comes from Nazareth, and, 
if we read further back to the beginning of John 1, Nazareth and the whole world came 
from Jesus.  
 
And this encounter itself comes in unexpected, destabilizing, ways. In ways that are as silly 
as someone being recognized under a fig tree.  
 
But Jesus doesn’t just leave him with that. There is so much more behind the man from 
Nazareth. “You will see greater things than these. Truly I tell you, you will see heaven 
opened and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” 
 
Nathanael does follow Jesus and he does go on to see the miraculous and the strange. But 
that first encounter, though it is divine, is a small, intimate moment. This is the way God 
mostly works. In the words of Soren Kirkegaard, God does not encounter us as an 
enormous green bird, but as a man. And yet this encounter is most certainly divine.  
 
This past Christmas, before we got on our 6am flight on December 25th, my husband 
Adrian fed the birds behind our house. He never feeds the birds. I am the one that buys the 
ridiculous bags of feed; I am the one that scares away the chipmunks. But that morning, I 
watched him go out. I was surprised, but I didn’t think much of it. This past week, he told 
me why.  
 
Every Sunday, Adrian drops me off at church and heads to the Georgetown flea market. The 
market sets up on Sundays in the Hardy Middle School parking lot, and is out there rain or 
shine. It is out there this morning in the frigid cold. Last year, Christmas fell on a Sunday, 
and the market was still open, despite the holiday. There is a man with a stall who sells old 
cameras that Adrian likes to look through, but this week, while the table and cameras were 
there, the seller was nowhere to be seen. As Adrian looked at other stalls, he noticed the 
man—large and bearded—coming out of the Safeway with a 10 pound bag of birdseed. 
Adrian had never seen him away from his stall, so he stopped to watch the man cross the 
street. He did not head back to his table though.  
 
Something told Adrian to keep watching that man, so he stopped and watched as the 
camera vendor proceeded to toss generous handfuls of birdseed out onto the sidewalk until 
the whole bag was empty.  
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Adrian approached the man, and at that time it felt like they were the only ones around. 
“What are you doing?” he asked.  
 
“I’m feeding the birds,” the man replied. “It’s Christmas.” 
 
This man wasn’t heading to church that day with the rest of us. He’d be at his table like all 
other Sundays. He may be a Christian, maybe not. But what he did was a glimpse of Jesus’ 
vision. Of heaven opened and angels descending and ascending.  
 
The birds could not repay him, or even thank him. They could only receive what he freely 
gave. The man did it for no one but the birds. For no reason except that it was Christmas, 
and that meant Christmas for the birds too.  
 
This is at once mundane and extraordinary. And to witness that out-of-the-ordinary act 
was a moment of grace for Adrian.  
 
It is like seeing a school of fish swimming in a stream, but one is swimming the other way. 
And in that moment we are able to see more than what is right in front of us.  
 
This is what it is to meet God. To meet God is to be confronted by unexpected divine. It is a 
moment when the struggle and striving of life abate, and we get a glimpse of something 
more. Something unexpected. The Spirit of Jesus himself. 
 
We can’t manufacture these moments. The Spirit moves where it will. But we can tell our 
stories to one another, witnessing to the times when we saw beyond time and to the 
eternal. These are not usually cosmic visions, or dramatic conversions. Usually they are odd 
encounters that stick with us as we go about our daily lives. Things that make us do strange 
things in turn.  
 
Like feeding the birds at 4am on Christmas Day.  
 
Like speaking up when we would normally stay silent. 
 
Like following a man from nowhere Nazareth.  
 
Like simply allowing ourselves to rest in the assurance that there is more to life than the 
world of competition and comparison. Of winners and losers. In the beginning was the 
Word. And all things came into being through the word. It is a world full of Nazoreans and 
birds and fig trees. A world where we can know and be fully known. A world in which God 
dwells among us. A world to which we can say “Come and see.” Amen.  
 


