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   From the Pulpit... 
 

“What Does Jesus See” 
Rev. Julie Sheridan-Smith – Preaching 

Psalm 139: 1-14, John 1:43-51 

January 17, 2021 

Second Sunday after Epiphany 
“What Does Jesus See?” 

 

Our readings this morning are about seeing. The Psalmist speaks to us –       

that nothing is hidden from God who searches, knows, and sees us without limits of time, place, 

or circumstance. Now this for many of us may not always be a comfortable thought. To be seen in 

all our moments and idiosyncrasies.  

And - we may not always show our full selves to others and cringe under the knowledge that the 

less appealing, and sometimes yucky things we think, much less say and do are known. 

   

Of course, we might take comfort in the idea that God sees all that in others and will hopefully 

smite them for it.                                                                                         

But the Psalm doesn’t carry that. It isn’t about fear or guilt, it is about believing and trusting that 

God loves us so well, that in God’s eyes we belong.  And so, we may hear comfort and hope in 

this when we are going through things we do not fully understand - about ourselves or others. 

 

 In our gospel reading it is early days in Jesus’ ministry. He has just begun to gather disciples,     

but there have been no profound teachings or miracles when we hear Philip’s invitation to 

Nathanael to come and see.     

 

It is always interesting to read the Bible and wait to see what catches your eye …what makes you 

wonder?  It would be interesting to hear from any of you what that was for you this morning as 

you listened to and read the Psalm and Gospel reading…what caught at you, before I made any 

comments? 

 

For me, I found myself tripping on Nathanael’s questions, the first being, “Can anything good 

come from Nazareth?”                           

I tried re-reading them with a variety of inflections. And I think we can easily hear nothing but 

excitement in Philip’s voice when he says, “We have found him!”     And we know that ultimately 

Nathanael’s eyes and heart are opened- something in him is transformed, God is revealed to him 

as well - in the person of Jesus.       But Nathanael’s initial response? 
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Do we hear an open-minded curiosity?  Can anything good come from Nazareth?  Or a more 

skeptical tone, can anything good come from Nazareth? Or is it more a statement of pre-formed 

opinion that doesn’t expect anything good.  

  

And after he hears Jesus speak of him as if he knows him - well is it a humble, “where did you get 

that idea about me?”    Or does it sound more like, “hey, you don’t know me.” 

 

We might hear this exchange in a variety of ways; influenced by the tone of voice I choose to use 

this morning, or by something within your morning that has pre-oriented your thinking, or by your 

own reading and knowledge of the text. 

 

Again, Philip seems pretty excited, pretty convicted that this person he wants Nathanael to meet is 

more than special, he’s the one to follow!   

Certainly, there is a sermon to be preached about our responsibility to share the good news and 

invite people toward it. But today something else caught at me. The pivot point, if you will, that 

strikes me is more about how Jesus sees Nathanael for who he is and who he can be.  

Jesus saw Nathanael    and called him an honest man. 

 

Now, should Nathanael simply trust Philip’s opinion?  Does he trust his preconceived notions?   

That is why I appreciated this lesson today.  Because in times such as these we seem to fall on 

completely convicted - yet divided sides about what is good.    

 

It seems that our sources of information and knowledge are divided as well in which one way 

cannot speak truth to the other. 

What we have seen just through 2020 and the beginning of this year alone has highlighted that.      

I do not need to rehash details here and now, and of course there are many strong opinions about 

these things. Any one of us might ask, “Can anything good come from…you fill in the blank. 

 

Both of our readings shed light on being known by God and having God call that out in us. In the 

first creation story in Genesis- you know the story- God speaks light, the sky, lands and seas,   

plants and trees, sun and stars, birds and animals, all living creatures, and us into being.  And in 

each creation - Genesis says, God saw and called it good.    Can that be at the core of all that God 

created?  Can that be at the core of us?! 

 

We are not meant to be blind to hurt, injustice, want…   Jesus saw all of it, lived all of it, called 

out the division, systems of oppression, and hate.   

And Jesus called out faith, words and actions that brought change; A woman who argued for her 

daughter’s sake, another for her own healing. A soldier, a father, a rich man, a leader, outcasts, 

and insiders.  And he saw and called out the helpers, those who loved neighbor and stranger. 

 

Martin Luther King Jr. whose birthday is honored tomorrow took part in leading a movement.  

And yes, what he spoke of, what he protested, was racism, a broken and divided world - but he 

like many others did, and still do, saw something else.      What should, what could, what ought,     

what will be.   
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Everyone knows the “I Have a Dream” which called out to all for change, and to not reside in 

bitterness and hatred, to struggle together to see into the ‘content of character’ in each other.   This     

and more is what Jesus sees and calls out from Nathanael and all of us. 

 

Let’s look at our lesson again.    Did you notice that when we get to the point when Nathanael and 

Jesus actually do encounter each other- no word has been spoken between them when Jesus 

proclaims him to be an honest person. 

 

Today we might have called his lack of deceit a lack of filter…or that he was speaking outside of 

political correctness. 

 

But we don’t know if or what Jesus overheard, we don’t know if stories about Nathanael had been 

previously told to Jesus.  We don’t know what opinions or warnings Jesus may have had about 

potential skepticism or opposition…  

 

I suppose he could have been offended and written Nathanael off as close minded and closed ranks 

and made his case among the others claiming Nathanael only as a cynic, thick headed, opinionated, 

prejudiced, or worst of all, one of “them.”   

 

I imagine Nathanael, just like the rest of us had all kinds of layers that made up the person he was- 

bad and good, wishes, dreams, failures, and disappointments that could have been named to 

identify him. But that is not what Jesus chose to see. 

 

What do we call out in each other?  How do we tap into seeing what is true?   

One thing I do know is that we cannot stay in our categories and assumptions.  We live in a world 

of division, categories, and taking sides.   

We learn as children to sort and classify things, to find similarities and differences. But a higher 

learning comes when we realize we cannot take this too far, lumping others (always others) into 

categories and building walls and casting names and titles around our assumptions.   

 

Philip didn’t argue, but asked Nathanael to let go of what he thinks he knows and come and see.       

If we trust that God really sees us in the way the Psalmist writes, in the way Jesus sees Nathanael,    

we can have the courage and humility to get closer to each other. To come and see what inspires 

the other, but maybe even more importantly what hurts the other…to try to understand what they 

are afraid of. 

 

Could there be something more we need to try to see through Jesus’ eyes in order to understand 

where we have been and how to go forward.   

Just imagine if our own attempts to “come and see” like Nathanael opens our eyes and hearts to 

seeing possibility and hope in the today’s circumstances. 

 

We are fragile and broken in our division, we want to cry out, “this isn’t who we are,” but in so 

many ways we are and have been.  But this isn’t all we are nor does this speak to who we have to 

be.  I am convinced that God sees us – as so much more than any kind of a category or group made 

up of an “us” that has no “them” in it.  
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It matters what we see and how we perceive it,    as well as how that influences what we say and 

do. 

 

Some of you may have heard me say this before. That I remember my father, more than once     

offering up a question to us, probably at the dinner table where we would sometimes debate topics 

of the day…but also if memory serves during a one-on-one conversation when I was feeling 

confused about something that felt important to me.  He asked, “does this meet with Christ’s core 

message?”   

 

I called him the other day to ask if he remembered that. And while he said he didn’t really 

remember particular instances; this was part of his daily prayer.   

And somehow it sunk in early for me, and is a gift that pops into my mind, albeit sometimes when 

I would rather it did not!  Does this meet with Christ’s core message?  

 

And what is that?  Jesus’ first sermon told us he had come to uplift the poor, free the oppressed,    

open people’s eyes,  and then he invited us to join him.   

Jesus said there are two things that express all of scripture: To love God with heart soul and mind, 

and love others as yourself.   

So how do we know how to choose rightly? How to see rightly? When we look at what we say 

and do…when we look at what others say and do – does it meet with these things?  

 

What good can come through these current days?      

 

Let’s keep asking ourselves, what does Jesus see?  Aren’t we called to try to see this way?      

John Calvin said,  “Nearly all wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wisdom, consists 

of two parts: knowledge of God and of ourselves.”   

But no doubt we struggle to see it sometimes.    

 

Martin Luther wrote during a time of great reformation, “This life therefore is not righteousness,   

but growth in righteousness, not health, but healing,  not being but becoming,  not rest but exercise.    

We are not yet what we shall be, but we are growing toward it, the process is not yet finished, but 

it is going on, this is not the end, but it is the road.     All does not yet gleam in glory…”     

 

One of the people at Thursday Bible study offered up these words from a devotional she reads, it 

is a brief prayer that fits so well with our Bible readings today, simply put, “Come God, and 

teach me your good lesson.”     

May this be a prayer for all,    

Amen. 

 

 


