
N o rt h  Sh o re  C on g re g a t i on a l  Church 
Located in Fox Point, WI 

 
January 18, 2015 

 
To Be Known 

 
Scripture Readings: Psalm 139: 1-18, John 1:43-51 

 
Rev. Julie Sheridan-Smith 

Psalm 139: 1-18 
1O LORD, you have searched me and known me. 
2You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from far away. 
3You search out my path and my lying down, and are acquainted with all my ways. 
4Even before a word is on my tongue, O LORD, you know it completely. 
5You hem me in, behind and before, and lay your hand upon me. 
6Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is so high that I cannot attain it. 
7Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I flee from your presence? 
8If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. 
9If I take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, 
10even there your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me fast. 
11If I say, “Surely the darkness shall cover me, and the light around me become night,” 
12even the darkness is not dark to you; the night is as bright as the day, for darkness is as light to 
you. 
13For it was you who formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my mother’s womb. 
14I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are your works; that I know 
very well. 
15My frame was not hidden from you, when I was being made in secret, intricately woven in the 
depths of the earth. 
16Your eyes beheld my unformed substance. In your book were written all the days that were 
formed for me, when none of them as yet existed. 
17How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! 
18I try to count them—they are more than the sand; I come to the end—I am still with you. 
 
Our second reading is from John’s Gospel.  It is at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry and people 
are becoming his disciples.  John the Baptist has told his own disciples to go and follow Jesus, 
and others are gathering either by invitation from Jesus or by a disciple inviting another to come 
and see. 
 
So, let us come and see what the Word has for us today in the first chapter of John’s gospel 
verses 43 – 51. 
 
John 1:43-51 
43The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, “Follow 
me.” 44Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and Peter. 45Philip 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.” 46Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.” 47When Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward 
him, he said of him, “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” 48Nathanael asked 
him, “Where did you get to know me?” Jesus answered, “I saw you under the fig tree before 
Philip called you.” 49Nathanael replied, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of 



Israel!” 50Jesus answered, “Do you believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig tree? 
You will see greater things than these.” 51And he said to him, “Very truly, I tell you, you will see 
heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.” 
 
 

To Be Known 
Both of our readings this morning make it clear that we are known by God.  The Psalmist    
writes of God knowing us before we know ourselves, and that this is too wonderful to completely 
grasp. 
In our Gospel reading we have a strange dialogue between Jesus and Nathanael beginning with 
Jesus making a comment about Nathanael’s character as Nathanael walks toward him.  But 
Nathanael doesn’t seem to know Jesus and wonders where they have met… how does Jesus 
already know him well enough to comment on who he is? 
 
Have you ever run into someone and had them approach you as if they know you …and you feel 
awkward and try to fudge your way through the encounter hoping that you will remember who 
they are… or even better that their name will come to you? Have you come in contact with 
someone while you are out and about and scrambled in your brain trying to think of where or in 
what context you know them from?  Have you ever seen someone here at church and thought, 
oh how nice someone new is visiting the church, but then been afraid to introduce yourself 
concerned that maybe they actually are long time members and you don’t want to be 
embarrassed? 
 
Well, this is not the case with blunt Nathanael who makes a snarky comment about Jesus and 
his hometown giving us the obvious clue that he has no idea who Jesus is.      
 
Yet this same blunt attitude of Nathanael’s causes him to fess up immediately that not only does 
he not know Jesus but he wants to know where Jesus has had the occasion to know him?                 
The light of insight shines into their encounter and we suddenly hear Nathanael attributing to 
Jesus three titles:  Rabbi, Son of God, and King of Israel. How did Nathanael leap to these 
conclusions? How did he suddenly seem to know Jesus this way?  Does it have something to do 
with Jesus knowing him already? 
 
And so, I think about the importance of being known. By this I don’t mean by being the person 
who has the most followers on their twitter account or having the most Facebook friends, or 
being pictured and written up in some “who’s who” society page. I think about simple things    
like how my children feel that this is their home because they are known, not I hope because 
they are my children but because any of you have stopped to say hello, maybe known their 
name, and have had a conversation with them.  Doesn’t this same criteria hold true for any of 
us? We want to be known in this way. 
 
Do you know the children and youth of this church? Do you know who the teachers or workers 
in the crib and crawler are?  Do you know each other?  
 
How do we know God? Of course there are many ways… An obvious response from me is that a 
primary way we know God is through the functions and ministry of the church. Through the 
reading and hearing of scripture and sermons, through music and hymns, through teaching and 
discussion during Sunday school classes and book groups, through prayer together - here in the 
sanctuary   and more intimate gatherings of the prayer group, through fellowship or gatherings 
such as First Fridays for youth, Moms ‘n’ More, Lydia’s Circle, Scrooby, HHH, luncheons and 
dinners. Through gathering to make lunches for the homeless or serving at St. Ben’s or going to 



camp or on mission trips. And yes even during committee and board meetings we have the 
opportunity to know God better. And from our reading this morning we hear Jesus say that 
there are and will be “even greater things than these.” This I believe is always grounded in the 
spark and movement of the Holy Spirit. 
 
But here this morning let’s think about our scripture lesson. There are a couple things I 
especially like about John’s Gospel…there is an edge of mystery and intrigue that invites us to 
think more deeply about what is being said and done, and at the core of this Gospel is always the 
invitation to “Come and See.”     
                                                                                                                              
 The first time we hear this is just before our reading today when two of John the Baptist’s 
disciples ask Jesus where he is staying and Jesus invites them to come and see.  Then it is 
Philip’s turn,    and rather than argue with Nathanael about Jesus’ credentials he simply says, 
“Come and see.” Further along in this story there is the Samaritan woman, an outcast in her 
community, who encounters Jesus at a well outside of the city.                                         
 
Jesus again like he did with Nathanael seems to already know  everything about this woman and 
she in turn runs back to her village inviting people to “come and see” this person who told her 
everything she had done, wondering out loud if he/Jesus is the long awaited Messiah. 
 
Let’s go back to some particularly intriguing statements in our reading this morning that invite 
us to come and see for ourselves and perhaps know something more about who God is in Jesus. 
In verse 48 we had the rather strange comment from Jesus that in some way he knew Nathanael 
because he saw him under a fig tree. It is worth knowing that in the Hebrew scripture the 
prophets used the image of the fig tree as a symbol of comfort or blessing. We can imagine our 
own homes and this sanctuary as a place of comfort or blessing, our own fig tree.   
 
But Jesus lets Nathanael know that there is so much more in store than the comfort and 
blessings he already has. For those of us who know the rest of the story with Jesus, we know it 
will be filled with miracles and grace as well as disappointment and tears, both destruction and 
victory.  And Jesus promises, “You will see greater things than these.”      
 
Another good tidbit to know as we think about Jesus’ promise here, is that the “you” in “you will 
see…” is plural and so although it may appear as if Jesus is saying this directly to Nathanael- the 
promise is much broader than that, it is to all who come and see. 
                                                                                                                                                   
 
And then,   Jesus poses a question that we should periodically ask ourselves -whether we make 
clear and defined statements of faith or if our understanding continues to ask many questions.            
 
Nathanael has made some pretty bold statements about Jesus calling him Rabbi, Son of God and 
King of Israel.  Yet it seems that Jesus cautions him to continue to deepen his understanding 
saying, “Why do you believe…?”  The way I hear this is that Jesus is telling him that there is 
much more to their relationship that the fact that he knows Nathanael’s character and position.  
Nathanael, as a disciple will follow Jesus and know God    and in this greater things - beyond 
imagination will be. So, ask yourselves; Why do you believe? 
 
The invitation to come and see allows us to realize we are known by God and more importantly   
we are given the tools and encouraged to know God better. 
 
 



But herein lays the challenge for us in the invitation to come and see, to know and be known:                                                                                                   
Many studies for the institutional church indicate that it is not the size or reputation of a 
congregation, or the beauty of the building,  it is not the scheduled times of the worship service     
or even the amazing music ministry or inspiring preaching that bring new people to the church.       
Any or all of these things may certainly be part of why people stay with a church, but it isn’t the 
greatest reason why someone might come for the first time.    It truly is   the come and see 
invitation that any of you give.  It is what you know about your God    and your church that will 
help the church to grow, but more importantly will help your faith and that of others to grow 
and make an impact on the world. 
 
I remember how I first became involved in the Congregational church and it was on the 
invitation of a friend.  I too, like many of you    grew up going to church and in many ways didn’t 
really need an invitation. But I had a friend who knew I was longing for something more and 
she invited me to come and see if I would find it in her church…and I did.  It would be 
interesting to hear how this happened for many of you here today. 
 
To be known by God as our psalmist said so beautifully is something we can trust,    it is our own 
fig tree if you will, a place of comfort and blessing.  To be known by Jesus as Nathanael 
experiences in John’s Gospel… to be known by God as our own faith tells us, is to be called out 
from the comfort and shade of the fig tree into the promise of  a future which is extraordinary 
in God’s sight and we have the gift and responsibility to do our part! 
 
May this be so.  
 
Amen 
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