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These weeks are focusing each Sunday on different disciples and followers of Jesus.  It has been 

interesting to learn different characteristics that these people seemed to have as well as the role 

and purpose they may have filled.  Jesus certainly surrounded himself with people who had 

various gifts and ways of relating to others. 

 

For example, Nathanael Bartholomew is one disciple that we know very little about.  Most 

scholars believe that Nathanael and Bartholomew are the same person, and that he was a good 

friend and associate of Philip before the two of them met Jesus. 

 

This is why John refers to Nathanael but does not mention Bartholomew, while other Biblical 

books talk of Bartholomew and not Nathanael.  And yet in each case they are both referred to as 

close friends of Philip—thus most feeling they are one and the same person. 

 

Now an interesting way to possibly understand the personality and role that Nathanael played as 

part of Jesus’ disciples is to dig deeper into our Gospel lesson for today from John chapter 1.  In 

verse 50 Jesus said, “You believe because I told you I saw you under a fig tree.  You will see 

greater things than that.” 

  

It is important to note that the fig tree continues to be a favorite tree in Israel.  It normally grows 

to about 15 ft. in height, with an expanse of branches that offers shade and privacy for 

meditation.  It is also a good place to study. 

 

Rabbis and students of the Scriptures through the years, I understand, often thought of the fig 

tree as a great place for them to study and learn.  Thus there are some who believe that Nathanael 

was a deep thinker—that he had been praying under the fig tree for the coming of the Messiah 

when Jesus saw him that day. 

 

Also, Philip’s comment to Nathanael in verse 45, “We have found the one Moses wrote about in 

the law, and about whom the prophet’s wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph”—this 

seems to indicate that Philip and Nathanael had studied the law and the prophets together. 

 

And another indication that Nathanael was a diligent student of Scripture, and who meditated 

and thought deeply about things, was how Jesus wanted to stretch his learning and thinking by 

saying, “You will see even greater things” (than you have been studying). 

 

“Very truly I tell you, you will see ‘heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and 

descending on’ the Son of Man.”  By following Jesus, Nathanael was going to have his eyes, his 

intellect, his faith stretched and expanded in many ways. 

 

So as we have studied and learned about some various disciples: Matthew the outcast tax 

collector; Simon the radical Zealot; and Mary the honest and generous one—we can surmise that 



Nathanael was the student; he was the one who thought deeply about the law, and prophets, and 

about intellectual things. 

 

You know, my friends, it is always important in a group of Christfollowers, and in the church, to 

have some intellectual and deep thinkers who can keep the group grounded on God’s Word and 

his truth.  It is important to have at least one person who asks difficult questions, who keeps the 

most passionate ones from running off into strange fads and ideas. 

 

Jesus knew that with some strong passionate leaders, and with some like Peter whose education 

came mostly from being a fisherman from a very young age, that he needed a deep and well 

grounded person to help balance the gifts and talents of his disciples. 

 

And perhaps this is also why we don’t hear very much about Nathanael and about his ministry.  

Rather than being out front leading or taking bold actions that would be recorded Nathanael was 

perhaps in the background praying, studying, thinking, meditating, questioning and keeping 

everyone focused on the truth. 

 

Through my years of ministry I have been blessed with some people on my church staffs, on my 

Boards and Councils, and some good friends and mentors who have often fulfilled this role of 

being the deep and well-grounded thinkers like Nathanael. 

 

They were people who had a good theological understanding of the Bible, who had a lot of 

common sense, and who had a good grasp on life lessons and on other important subjects.  They 

were people who were very wise and displayed lots of wisdom. 

 

The interesting thing about these individuals was that they would often not speak or make 

comments too quickly.  Rather they would sit under their “fig tree” for awhile pondering and 

thinking things through before sharing their thoughts. 

 

And yet when they did give their reflections, or asked certain questions, or raised up certain ideas 

to ponder, these thoughts often helped us think things through in a new way.  And often these 

observations helped us to do our ministry better and to avoid some major problems or pitfalls 

that could have easily happened.  

 

Now this story of Nathanael Bartholomew has much to say to you and me, and to our church at 

Messiah today.  The reason for this, of course, is because there is a lot of shallow and 

uninformed thinking these days about God and the truth that is revealed about him in the Bible. 

 

It is sad that increasing numbers of people today are making their decisions about God and faith, 

and about church, simply on the basis of media sound bytes, or on the basis of something they 

heard on a talk show, or because they listened to or read someone’s book who is espousing the 

latest religious fads or ideas.  None of these things, my friends, are usually very deep thinking. 

 

2 Timothy 4:3-4 says, “For the time will come when people will not put up with sound 

doctrine…Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of 

teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.  They will turn their ears away from the 

truth and turn aside to myths.”   

 



The Apostle Paul wrote these words some 2,000 years ago.  This, of course, was before the 

onslaught of things like the Internet, Facebook, news channels that have a particular political 

bias, and popular opinion where people feel they don’t need to discover the truth, but rather 

discover their own watered down truth that simply fits the way they want to live their life. 

 

It is certainly a tremendous need today that we discover and rely on the Nathanaels who may be 

in our midst.  We also need people like you to study and think deeply about God’s revelation in 

Jesus Christ.  We need people who ask good questions and who aren’t afraid to challenge the 

mistruths and half-truths that are so prevalent in our society. 

 

We need people who realize that the message of Jesus is not just about love and good feelings, 

but is also about the law and condemnation for sin, and about the need for repentance, 

forgiveness and new life.  Jesus calls us to take up our crosses daily and follow him. 

 

So the first takeaway from our study of Nathanael is to ask where your fig tree is in your life?  

Where do you regularly go to read the Bible, to meditate, pray and think deep thoughts?  In what 

ways are you growing your faith and understanding deeper in Christ? 

 

A few years ago I attended a conference where John Ortberg was the keynote speaker.  In 

reflecting on his book, “The Me I Want To Be,” Ortberg says that spiritual growth does not come 

by simply attending a Bible class, or by listening to a better preacher, or by attending a more 

“spiritual” church. 

 

Rather, growth only happens when you and I decide that we want to grow, and then undertake 

the disciplines to make it happen.  One of the reasons why our depth of faith is often so limited, 

and why we are often so susceptible to false truths, is because we want or expect our church, or 

pastor, or Bible teacher, or program, or whatever, to do the growing for us. 

 

But that growth will never happen without work and effort on our part.  We need to discover our 

fig tree—our learning style, our personality type, the gifts we have to bring.  Every person learns 

differently so we need to find our fig tree, make a learning plan, and then do everything we can 

to seek to grow our faith in Jesus.  That is the only way this growth happens. 

 

The second takeaway is where Jesus says to Nathanael, “You will see even greater things than 

that.”  This important message is that God wants to reveal to you even greater and more 

miraculous things than just what makes sense to our minds. 

 

When we study, pray and reflect we need to continually be open to the leading of the Holy Spirit, 

and to the great and miraculous things God can do.  Pray for the Holy Spirit’s insight and 

revelation.  Be open to his leading.  Jesus promises that he will show you even greater things 

than we can ever imagine or even think of—he is truly an awesome God. 

 

Nathanael Bartholomew was another disciple and follower of Jesus who had a very particular 

and important role.  We thank God today for the deep thinkers, the questioners, those who make 

sure we keep our focus on Jesus.  And we also thank God for the special gifts and role God has 

for you—for you too are called to be his disciple. 


