TEXT: John 1:35-51PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of John #3: The First Disciples


Today brings us to the third sermon in our study of John.  He wrote his Gospel, not to scratch a literary itch, but to make us "Believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God".  The claim is incredible.  The evidence had better be good.  Is it?  In vv.19-34, John presents his first witness, John the Baptist.  What did he say?  This: "And I have seen and testified that this is the Son of God".  


His words are true.  But they're not admissible without corroboration.  In the verses before us, they receive it.  Five witnesses step forward to support John's claim.  They are Andrew, Peter, Philip, Nathanael, and another "disciple" who is probably the author of this Gospel.  Let's listen to their testimony.  And may the Lord bless it to our souls.  


In vv.35-42, we find our Lord's first three disciples.  Andrew and his unnamed friend are followers of John the Baptist.  And loyal supporters of his cause.  But John has no interest in attaching men to himself; he wants them to follow Christ.  Hence, when he sees the Lord Jesus, he again pronounces Him "the Lamb of God". 


The disciples take the hint and quit John for the Savior.  He turns to ask why.  Not having a quick answer, they reply: "Rabbi, where are You staying?"   In other words, "This is going to take a while.  We need to sit down and talk this over".   He obliges them.  They make their way to His room where they spend the rest of the day in conversation.


What did they talk about?  We don't know.  But we know this: The chat persuaded them that this Man was "Messiah"--Aramaic for "Christ".   This unimpressive carpenter with his uncouth accent was nothing less than the King of Israel!  


Thrilled by the discovery, Andrew ran home to tell his brother: "We have found the Messiah".  The brother, named Simon, would one day be "Cephas" (or Peter)--"The Stone".  After seeing for himself, he agreed with Andrew's assessment: "You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God!" 


V.42 may strike one as out-of-place.  If John's goal is to bear witness to Christ, why does he bring in this detail about Simon's new name?   The answer becomes clear when we recall when the Gospel was written.  John's Gospel was published decades after these event occurred.  At the time, "Peter" may have been the best-known man in the church.  And his "rock-solid" character was universally accepted.  But our Lord called him "Cephas" when he was a nobody--and when he was the wishy-washiest of men.  Because "Jesus knew what was in a man" He must be the Christ (cf. 2:25, 4:25).      


Four men are now bearing witness to Christ: John the Baptist, Andrew, Peter, and the other "disciple".  


The following day, two more confess Him, vv.43-51.  


The first is Philip, a man from Galilee, and presumably a friend of Peter and Andrew.  Our Lord comes to him with the words: "Follow Me".  This was no invitation; it was a command.  Philip thought so highly of our Lord Jesus that he responded without hesitation.   And more: He was positively eager to serve Him.  No sooner had he become a disciple than he hurried to his friend with the good news: "We have found Him of whom Moses in the law, and also the prophets wrote--Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph".  


Nathanael didn't share his friend's enthusiasm.  "Can anything good come out of Nazareth?" he sneered.  Galilee was the most despised region of Israel.  Its residents were poor, ill-mannered, and superstitious.  God Himself called them "the people who sat in darkness".   In this low-rent district, one town stood out for its tackiness: Nazareth.  Nathanael thought it absurd that any worthwhile person could come from such a low-class joint!  


Philip didn't argue with him.  He simply invited him to "Come and see".  When he did, he found he was wrong.   The Rabbi from Nazareth knew him, knew his character, even knew his previous whereabouts.  Nathanael was bowled over!  "Rabbi, You are the Son of God!  You are the King of Israel!"  


He was right.  But he "ain't seen nothing yet".   The supernatural knowledge of that day was one of our Lord's least impressive displays.  In the years to come, Nathanael and his friends would see "Heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man".  


What does this mean?  It looks back to the days of Jacob.  This father of Israel fled his home for Mesopotamia.  On the way there, he camped in a town called Luz.  As he slept he dreamed an astonishing dream: angels were moving up and down a ladder that stretched from heaven to earth.  When Jacob awoke, he exclaimed: "How awesome is this place!  It is the House of God!  It is the Gate of Heaven!"  From then on, Luz was called "Bethel"--the House of God.  All Hebrews knew this story and its significance: God would dwell with men.


Over the next few years, Nathanael and his friends would see things so mind-boggling that they would conclude: God dwells with men in Jesus Christ alone!  Bethel was superseded by the Tabernacle.  The tabernacle by the Temple.  And all of the above by Jesus Christ.  God meets people in but one place: In Jesus Christ.  


This was deeply offensive to the ancient world.   The Greeks and Romans had no quarrel with Christians believing in Jesus.  They were welcome to their god.  They could seek salvation any way they pleased.  But they mustn't be bigots!  They must allow others the same liberty.  The Christians, however, could not do that.  They taught: "Neither is their salvation in any other, for there is no one name under heaven, given among men, whereby we must be saved".  They said things like: "Every knee shall bow and every tongue shall confess that Jesus Christ is Lord".  


How could they say otherwise?  Having "Beheld His glory, the glory of the only-begotten of the Father" how could they even entertain the idea that salvation might be found elsewhere?


John presents our Lord Jesus in such a way that forces us to choose: Denounce Him as a criminal, or worship Him as your God.  He leaves no middle ground.


To reject Christ means that John, Andrew, Peter, Philip, and Nathanael were either fools, madmen, or liars.  The people of their day didn't think so.  They "esteemed them highly" says Acts 5:13.  This was after a propaganda campaign had been waged against them.  Nor was it just the rabble who believed, but many of Israel's most respected leaders, including men who had much to lose by confessing the Lord Jesus.   They believed.  So should you.   


May I add a word to you who already believe in Christ?  It is striking to read how anxious the early believers were to "spread the word".  Andrew wastes no times.  As soon as he's persuaded that Jesus is Messiah, he tells his brother.  The same is true of Philip.  The moment he begins following the Lord Jesus, he recruits his friend for the Savior.  They did it without knowing half as much as we do.  Dare we be ashamed of Christ?  


Nathanael's confession stirs the soul: "Rabbi, You are the Son of God; You are the King of Israel".  But it must do more than that; it must go on to stir the tongue.  Let them be unleashed in powerful witness to Jesus Christ.  The confession moved men long ago.  It has not lost its power.  Let us commit ourselves, therefore, to being what we're called to be: Witnesses.  In deed, of course.  But also in tongue.  


May God waken us from our stupor and stir us to action, for Christ's sake.  Amen.  

