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Reflection John 1:35-51 - The first disciples follow Jesus. 

“God knows the real you and wants you to follow him”. 

When I am working as a high school teacher, I make sure that I present to the students a 

particular version of myself. I endeavour to be approachable but also authoritative. Someone who 

is always organised and prepared for the lesson. I make sure that I am predictable and consistent. 

I am respectful and caring. I am passionate about learning and value cooperation, kindness and 

encouragement in my classroom.  

But the version of myself that I present in the classroom isn’t the whole me, of course I behave 

less formally amongst my colleagues and there are nuances to my behaviour when I am with 

family and friends. And with people I don’t know I am understandably more closed and cautions. 

These subtle adjustments of our behaviour and speech is not a bad or unusual thing, it is natural 

and appropriate response to suit the context we are in.  

Think about how you adjust your behaviour depending on your context or the group of people you 

are with.  

But how many people know the real you?  The ‘you’ when you are deliriously happy or completely 

silly. Or the ‘you’ when sadness overwhelms. How about the ‘you’ when you’re feed up or stressed 

out. What about the real ‘you’ who likes to bask in your own glory or demand your own way? 

Sometimes the real ‘you’ is not very nice. Sometimes the real ‘you’ is weak and frightened or 

demanding and unreasonable.  

The truth of the matter is sometimes we are nice and other times not so, we are sometimes strong 

and other times completely weak, sometimes dependable, and resilient other times fragile and 

flawed. 

In our call to Worship passage I read from Psalm 139, the truth of the matter is that only God 

knows us completely. I find this both wonderfully comforting but also extremely challenging. In his 

psalm David begins by saying that God has searched him and knows him. There is nothing about 

him or in him that remains hidden, everything has been found. 

God knows each of us like he knew David and the good news is that God knows the real you and 

wants you to follow Him. 

In John’s gospel we see Jesus gathering his first disciples.  In Jesus day, Rabbi’s and their 

disciples were not an unusual thing, the Pharisees had disciples, John the Baptist had disciples. In 

fact, it was considered an honour to have a rabbi in your town, but what was unusually was that 

Jesus called his own disciples rather than waiting for would-be followers to approach him. Jesus 

hand pick his own disciples. 

Now I imagine that a Rabbi would be hoping for quick minds, enthusiastic learners and deeply 

religious, respectable young men to become part of their group. Why then did Jesus choose the 

men he did? Jesus called fishermen, a tax collector, a zealot, and other seemingly unremarkable 

men.  

Why did Jesus call these particular men to become his disciples? 
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They were not impressive, well positioned socially or politically, they weren’t from Jerusalem’s best 

families, by contrast they were nearly all Galileans, they weren’t highly educated, wealthy or 

influential, they were not ‘religious’ men. In fact, they were men we come to see to be 

judgemental, ambitious, impulsive and quick tempered. One of them apparently belonged to the 

Zealots a nationalist and often violent group. Matthew (also known as Levi) was a tax collector, 

someone that most Jews regarded as a traitor and criminal. They were definitely an interesting 

group. 

So why did Jesus select Peter, Andrew, James, John and now Philip and Nathanael? 

Except for Andrew, the other men, Simon, James, John, Philip and Nathanael did not seek out 

Jesus but rather he took the initiative, sought them found them and invited them. 

When Andrew and his companion followed Jesus after being encouraged to by John the Baptist, 

Jesus turned and spoke to them first. He asked them what they wanted, and he invited them to 

come and spend time with him. As a result of that day spent with Jesus, Andrew goes straight to 

his brother Simon and brings him to Jesus. Jesus greets him by name and invites him to follow 

too.  

The very next day Jesus finds Philip and says to him “Follow me”. In the same way that he found 

Matthew at his tax booth and said to him “Follow me”. (Mt 9:16). And then when Philip encourages 

Nathanael to come and see Jesus, Jesus reveals that he has already been aware of Nathanael, 

previously seeing him under the fig tree.  

Jesus doesn’t just wait and hope that disciples will come to him, instead he takes the initiative to 

find them. Just as he takes the initiative with us. Later in John’s gospel Jesus says, “No one can 

come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him”. (John 6:44) Even when we are not 

actively or intentionally seeking after God, he is at work seeking us out, drawing us to himself. 

What an encouragement this is to keep praying earnestly for those friends and family who do not 

yet know Jesus as their Lord and Saviour. 

So, if Jesus wasn’t hand picking Israel’s best and brightest, (and I find this quietly comforting) why 

these men? 

 Yet it wasn’t random either, Jesus didn’t just invite every fisherman he came across along the 

coast of Capernaum. One commentator says they were specially sought by Jesus. So, what was it 

about these particular men that Jesus knew would make them suitable to be disciples? 

When the great prophet and priest Samuel was sent by God to anoint Israel’s next king he was 

guided to the home of Jesse. Jesse had seven sons, but Samuel didn’t know ahead of time which 

of these sons was the one God had chosen to be anointed. When Samuel arrived at Jesse’s 

house and prepared for the sacrifices and worship he was introduced to the young men. When 

Samuel saw the oldest son, he felt sure this strapping and fine example of a man would be the 

next king. But as each son was dismissed by God Samuel became concerned that he had no 

affirmation from God. After seeing all the sons presented to him Samuel asked Jesse if he had 

another son. Jesse tells him that his youngest son is out with the sheep. Of course, it is Jesse’s 

youngest son, David the shepherd, whom God directs Samuel to anoint. Seemingly the least 

equipped or obvious choice. But God reminds Samuel, and it is a good lesson for us to remember 

also. “The Lord does not look at the things that people look at. People look at the outward 

appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.” 1 Sam 16:7 
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It seems safe to say that these men that Jesus called to be his disciples had hearts that were 

receptive to God.  

But a heart for God still doesn’t mean you are sinless and perfect. King David is a good example 

of that, he was definitely not sinless and perfect, yet God called him a “man after his own heart”. 1 

Sam 13:14 

God knew David, and Jesus knew the 12 men he called to be his disciples. 

In Psalm 139, David ponders some of the mysteries of God’s knowledge. Particularly His 

knowledge of us. Listen again… 

You have searched me, Lord, 

    and you know me. 
2 You know when I sit and when I rise; 

    you perceive my thoughts from afar. 
3 You discern my going out and my lying down; 

    you are familiar with all my ways. 
4 Before a word is on my tongue 

    you, Lord, know it completely. 
5 You hem me in behind and before, 

    and you lay your hand upon me. 
6 Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, 

    too lofty for me to attain. 

When David says that God knows him. It is an infinite, eternal, mysterious thing only available to 

the One who created him. The One who created his inmost being and knit him together. Just as 

God knew David, God knows us in a deep, complete and supernatural way, because he created 

us. 

God’s knowledge of us goes beyond anything we can imagine. For God knows what he created us 

to be, He knows what our true identity is in Christ. And when Jesus says to Peter upon meeting 

him “You are Simon son of John. You will be called Cephas” which when translated is Peter”. He 

is affirming Peter’s true identity. This is Peter “The rock on whom I will build my church”. This is the 

Peter that Jesus knows. The Peter, that Peter doesn’t yet know. 

So when I consider my original question “Why these particular men?” The answer is quite 

straightforward. Jesus knows these men. He knows they are the men for the job God has 

prepared for them. He knows that they have a heart that is open and willing to God. He knows that 

they will have a heart that longs for God’s glory and the things that please him. Not that they are 

those men right now, but the men they will become as they surrender more and more of their self-

will to God, they will become who God created and knows them to be. 

This is wonderful news for us all. God has created us for himself, he knows us completely, and he 

has already prepared good work for all of us to do. Knowing each one of us in a way that only he 

can. He has assigned significant, important and personalised kingdom work for us. But don’t 

confuse what the world considers significant and important with what Jesus tells us is significant 

and important. 
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God’s work may not always look significant and important to us, but Jesus reminded his followers 

that even an invitation to a stranger to come in and have a meal and a drink was as though that 

had been done for him (Mt 25:35-45) So then what is significant and important? A visit, a phone 

call, the gift of a meal, a lift to the doctors, all these seemingly small and unimportant things are 

our kingdom work. 

Your life is not random, God found you and called you. And like the disciples he has prepared 

good work for you to do. 

God knows the real you and wants you to follow him. 

But In this passage, we also see that the person’s whose heart is receptive to God, who is open 

and willing, is also filled to overflowing with joy at God’s revelation to them. That joy spills out in 

eagerness to bring others to know Jesus, just as we see with Andrew and Philip. After spending 

just, the end of the day and perhaps some part of the night talking with Jesus we read that the 

very first thing that Andrew did the next day was to find his brother Simon and tell him that he had 

found the Messiah. And Philip similarly the next day after meeting Jesus, found Nathanael and told 

him they had found the one of whom Moses and the prophets had written. 

How eager are you to invite others to come and see Jesus? How eager am I? 

We don’t need to be hesitant because we don’t have all the answers to peoples’ questions, Philip 

didn’t respond to Nathanael’s objection, so too we don’t need to give a response to every problem 

someone might raise or every question someone might have before we invite people to ‘come and 

see’.  

What great things is Nathanael greeted with as he put aside his reservations for a time, to come 

and see Jesus. Philip had said that this was the one of whom Moses and the prophets had written. 

He must come and see.  

Before Nathanael had even spoken a word, Jesus showed Nathanael how he already knew him. 

Jesus declares him to be a true Israelite, the genuine article, a person who loves Israel’s One and 

Only God, Yahweh, and one whose hope is in the promised Messiah. Jesus tells him he saw him 

sitting under the fig tree. Nathanael most likely had been using this time for prayer and meditation. 

How his prayers had been answered in a way he might only dared to have imagine? 

Immediately Nathanael confesses his love and devotion to Jesus by declaring Jesus the Son of 

God and the King of Israel. 

But wait there is more…. Jesus says, to him You shall see greater things than that… I tell you the 

truth you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of 

Man.” 

Nathanael would have no doubt recognised the connection to Jacob, the great patriarch of Israel’s 

dream of the ladder between heaven and earth with angels ascending and descending… an 

amazing and supernatural experience of heaven and earth connected. 

For Philip and Nathanael, the Temple was the place where God was present with his people, it 

was the place of divine connection. But now Jesus is saying to them it’s Jacob’s ladder connecting 

heaven and earth, nor is it even the Temple, now the Son of Man, Israel’s Messiah, Jesus himself, 

would be the one who would be the connection between earth and heaven, between God and His 

people. What an amazing glimpse Jesus was giving them of his mission on earth? 
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Had Nathanael been asking God under the fig tree for Israel’s Messiah to come? Had he been 

crying out for rescue? Had he been pleading with God for deliverance and restoration? We don’t 

know, but how good is our God who gives us the delights of our heart and who hears our prayers? 

This very day Jesus called Nathanael to a new and deeper relationship with Him. Jesus called 

Philip and Simon, James and John and Andrew. And Jesus calls you too. He knows you. He 

knows the real you. The one he created in your inner most being, the one he longs to have 

relationship with and to shower with his love. 

Will you come and see?  Don’t disqualify yourself from God’s family because of your flaws and 

faults, your weakness and or past mistakes. God knows the real you and wants you to follow him. 

Amen 

Mrs. Wendy de Vroom – Sunday 17th January, 2021 


