A Man Like No Other #3

“The Ultimate Game Changer”

John 1:35-51
Each year the folks at Merriam-Webster include new words and phrases in their popular dictionary. Several years back the phrase “game changer” was added, defined as “a newly introduced element or factor that changes an existing situation or activity in a significant way.”
 First used in the athletic realm, the phrase can now be heard in various settings, such as business, politics, and culture. Given the definition, though, I believe the ultimate “game changer” is Jesus Christ. When He arrives on the scene, things change. More accurately, lives change. While this is seen throughout His earthly ministry, the first chapter of John’s gospel portrays several lives that were impacted by Jesus…and they were never the same!
Turn with me to John 1:35-51,

The next day John was there again with two of his disciples. When he saw Jesus passing by, he said, “Look, the Lamb of God!” 

When the two disciples heard him say this, they followed Jesus. Turning around, Jesus saw them following and asked, “What do you want?” 

They said, “Rabbi” (which means Teacher), “where are you staying?”

“Come,” he replied, “and you will see.” 

So they went and saw where he was staying, and spent that day with him. It was about the tenth hour. 

Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, was one of the two who heard what John had said and who had followed Jesus. The first thing Andrew did was to find his brother Simon and tell him, “We have found the Messiah” (that is, the Christ). And he brought him to Jesus. 

Jesus looked at him and said, “You are Simon son of John. You will be called Cephas” (which, when translated, is Peter﻿﻿). 

The next day Jesus decided to leave for Galilee. Finding Philip, he said to him, “Follow me.” 

Philip, like Andrew and Peter, was from the town of Bethsaida. Philip found Nathanael and told him, “We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.” 

“Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?” Nathanael asked. 

“Come and see,” said Philip. 

When Jesus saw Nathanael approaching, he said of him, “Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is nothing false.” 

“How do you know me?” Nathanael asked. 

Jesus answered, “I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you.” 

Then Nathanael declared, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.” 

Jesus said, “You believe﻿ because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You shall see greater things than that.” He then added, “I tell you﻿ the truth, you﻿ shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”
This passage begins with the words, “The next day.” Beginning in verse 19 and going through 2:11, John recounts a daily record of the first week in the public life of Jesus. William Barclay comments, “No one is so careful of details of time as John is.”
 Doubtlessly John’s account picks up immediately following Jesus’ temptation by Satan in the wilderness. Having defeated the devil in seclusion, He is ready to begin His public ministry.

In this text, Jesus meets five different men. With each encounter, there is a pattern to be observed: an introduction, an invitation, and an inauguration. This is how we will consider these verses. Within this pattern, however, each response to the truth is as individual as the man, and the Lord engages each man accordingly.
 
An Introduction of a New Lord


First we witness an introduction of a new Lord. Verses 35-36 record, “The next day John was there again with two of his disciples. When he saw Jesus passing by, he said, ‘Look, the Lamb of God!’”

“The next day” implies a former day, this one documented in verses 29-34 above. (This was actually the second day recorded, the first described in 19-28.) On the first day the Jewish leaders sent representatives to question John the Baptist regarding his unusual ministry. On the second day John identifies Jesus as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” Then he describes the baptism of Jesus, but this does not mean that the baptism happened on this day; we would better understand these words as John’s reflection on a past event, at least a month and a half prior. 


Then on the third day (“the next day” of verse 35) John directs the attention of two of his followers toward Jesus, using the same designation, “the Lamb of God.” He does not say, “Messiah,” for most Jewish people imagined the Messiah would come as a conquering hero rather than a suffering savior. 


Who were these two followers of John the Baptist? The author names Andrew, the brother of Simon Peter, but the second remains anonymous. Most scholars agree that the second is John, the son of Zebedee and the author of this fourth gospel.


What an example John sets for us today! His greatness is seen in two phrases in verse 37, “They heard him [John]” and “they followed Jesus.” That should be the primary objective of every pastor, teacher, deacon, elder, evangelist, or soul-winner. When people hear us, they should follow Jesus.


We see a second introduction of a new Lord in verses 40-42,

Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, was one of the two who heard what John had said and who had followed Jesus. The first thing Andrew did was to find his brother Simon and tell him, “We have found the Messiah” (that is, the Christ). And he brought him to Jesus.

As we will see in a moment, the two followers of John the Baptist spent the day and night with Jesus. Chuck Swindoll observes, “I can only imagine the conversation that took place that afternoon and evening as Andrew and John listened to Jesus’ dinner talk. But it obviously had a profound impact on Andrew, who left early the next morning to find his brother and bring him to meet the rabbi.”

This becomes the hallmark of Andrew’s life. Whenever you find him in John’s Gospel, he is bringing somebody to Jesus: his brother, the lad with the loaves and fishes, and the Greeks who wanted to see Jesus. No sermons from Andrew are recorded, but he certainly preached great sermons by his actions as a personal soul winner!
 As one writer puts it, “We might never have had a Peter if there had not first been an Andrew.”


The fourth person presented in this text is Philip, called by Jesus Himself in verse 43. Verses 44-45 record how Philip went and found a friend,

Philip, like Andrew and Peter, was from the town of Bethsaida. Philip found Nathanael and told him, “We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.” 


Nothing is recorded of Nathanael other than this incident and his presence among the fishermen in 21:2 (which adds the information that he came from Cana). The name means “God has given” (and is thus equivalent to our Theodore). This has led to the conjecture that the passage is allegorical and that an ideal disciple is meant (one “given by God”), but there is little to this. Others think that Nathanael is another name for Matthew, since the two names are of similar meaning. Others again suggest that Nathanael is to be identified with Bartholomew, an apostle who is never mentioned in John, just as Nathanael is never mentioned in the other three.  Bartholomew is coupled with Philip in all three Synoptics, and another link is found in that he is mentioned immediately after Thomas in Acts 1:13 while Nathanael is in the same position in John 21:2. Moreover, Bartholomew is not really a personal name, but means “son of Tolmai”; more like a last name in our culture. Nathanael and Bartholomew are likely the same man.


Some are offended by Philip calling Jesus “the son of Joseph,” since we know that Joseph was only His stepfather. But in those days Jesus would have been known by His family association with Joseph. This shows us that we need not know all theology in order to introduce someone to Jesus, as we will see in a moment.

An Invitation to a New Look


The second part of the pattern is an invitation to a new look. Returning to the beginning of our text, we see the initial interaction between John’s two followers and Jesus:

When the two disciples heard [John] say this, they followed Jesus. Turning around, Jesus saw them following and asked, “What do you want?” 

They said, “Rabbi” (which means Teacher), “where are you staying?”

“Come,” he replied, “and you will see.” 

So they went and saw where he was staying, and spent that day with him. It was about the tenth hour. 

As the pair approached Jesus, He turned and asked, “What do you want?” Their response, “Where are you staying?” was not really an answer to the question. They may have been a trifle shy. Or perhaps their words implied that what they wanted could not be settled in a few minutes by the wayside; they looked for a long talk. Jesus welcomed them. Interestingly, “Come, and you will see” is equivalent to “Come and see” later in the chapter. This invitation implies more than that they should see for themselves the place where he was lodging; it is an invitation to visit him.

The apostle John recalls that the two men remained with Jesus the rest of the day because it was the “tenth hour.” According to the Roman timekeeping system, which marks the beginning of the new day at midnight, they arrived at His home at 10 a.m. By Jewish reckoning, however, a new day starts at 6 a.m., which would have them arriving at 4 p.m. John clearly used the Jewish system when recounting the events of Jesus’ arrest and trials, so the same is probably true here. Because of the late hour, they likely reclined at Jesus’ table, talked into the night, and lodged with Him until the next morning. It must have been magnificent for them to spend those hours alone with the God-man Himself!


Moving down to verse 45, we pick up the conversation of Philip and Nathanael,

Philip found Nathanael and told him, “We have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote—Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.” 

“Nazareth! Can anything good come from there?” Nathanael asked. 

“Come and see,” said Philip. 

For the first time we see resistance to an introduction to Jesus. Unlike Simon (and presumably John’s brother, James), Nathanael was not easily impressed. He jumps on the hometown of Jesus and asks skeptically, “Can anything good come from Nazareth?”

Philip, described by one commentator as “not a particularly resourceful man,” did not attempt to convince his friend by argument. Instead he invited him to see for himself, which, in the circumstances, was probably as wise an answer as he could have given.
 He said the same thing Jesus told the first two: “Come and see.” Later on in this gospel, Jesus would invite, “Come and drink!” (John 7:37) and, “Come and dine!” (John 21:12) “Come” is the great invitation of God’s grace.

How wise, on Philip’s part, not to become embroiled in any argument on this question! He was confident that personal contact with Jesus would sweep away for his friend, as for himself and others, all doubts and misgivings. “Come and see.”
 Not many people have ever been argued into Christianity. Often our arguments do more harm than good.
 Like John the Baptist, Philip learned that the best witness is simply to introduce people to Jesus and let Him do the rest.

An Inauguration of a New Life


So far we have focused on the five individuals who encountered Jesus in this text; I want to conclude by considering the impact Jesus had on them. This was more than an introduction to a new Lord; this was an inauguration of a new life. We see Jesus as the ultimate game changer—remember the definition, “a newly introduced element or factor that changes an existing situation or activity in a significant way”? Once these men met Jesus, they were never the same!


When Andrew brought his brother Simon to Jesus, we read in verse 42, “Jesus looked at him and said, ‘You are Simon son of John. You will be called Cephas’ (which, when translated, is Peter﻿﻿).” “Cephas” derives from an Aramaic word meaning “rock” (the Greek equivalent is “Petros,” which we know in English as “Peter”). We can imagine that since Simon was a fisherman by trade, he would be powerfully built after years of throwing nets and hauling up loads of fish. Picture Jesus putting a hand on Simon’s big shoulder while giving him the nickname “Rocky” or “Rock-man.” Of course, Jesus intended a double meaning, which would only become clear later.


“You are…you will be.” We see how Jesus does not only sees what a person is; He also sees what a person can become. The same is true today; Jesus sees us not only as we are, but as we can be.
 Andrew brought his brother Simon—named for Simeon, the second oldest son of Jacob, whose rash, impulsive, and even violent tendencies were seen in his namesake—yet Jesus changed his name to “Rock”—the epitome of stability. It would take time…and more than a couple of failures…but Peter would eventually live up to his new name!


Jesus did not give Nathanael a new name when they first met, but their dialogue had a lasting impression. Reading from verses 47-48,

When Jesus saw Nathanael approaching, he said of him, “Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is nothing false.” 

“How do you know me?” Nathanael asked. 

Jesus answered, “I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you.”  


Like with Simon, Jesus saw Nathanael and looked deep inside him. And if you thought Jesus displayed a sense of humor in calling Simon “the Rock”….


“An Israelite in whom there is nothing false.” That may not strike us as significant (or funny). G. Campbell Morgan renders Jesus’ description of Nathanael, “Behold an Israelite indeed, in whom is no Jacob.”
 That would be like saying, “Here is a Harry with no hair.” Except this was a compliment, not a putdown.

Jacob was the grandson of Abraham, the father of twelve sons from who would descend the twelve tribes of Israel. The name “Jacob” meant “cheater” in Hebrew, and Jacob lived down to his name…until he met God, and his life was changed. The Lord changed his name to Israel (meaning “struggles with God”), and his people became known as the Israelites. So when Jesus said of Nathanael, “Here is an Israelite in whom there is no deceit,” He was delivering a compliment.

From what Nathanael said earlier—“Can any good thing come from Nazareth?”—he may not have been a cheater but he was a skeptic. Yet Jesus does not condemn him. Instead He says, “I saw you while you were still under the fig tree before Philip called you.” Of course, we are impressed that Jesus could know where Nathanael was and what he was doing before he met him (as was Nathanael), but there is something significant about what he was doing at that time. 
The Talmud (the collected writings of Jewish scholars) encouraged men to read and reflect on the Scriptures under a large tree at least once each day. Hebrew culture celebrated the fig tree as a symbol of protection or covering. Indeed, the thick foliage of a mature tree offered a cool retreat for quiet reflection on Scripture. It’s likely that Nathanael was doing just that. Philip’s description of Jesus would influence only a man who had studied “the Law and the Prophets” and was looking for the Messiah.


Notice the change in Nathanael, though. Verses 49-51 tell us,

Then Nathanael declared, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the King of Israel.” 

Jesus said, “You believe﻿ because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You shall see greater things than that.” He then added, “I tell you﻿ the truth, you﻿ shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”

How quickly Nathanael went from cynical to convinced! And his life would never be the same.


Jesus is the ultimate game changer, “a newly introduced element or factor that changes an existing situation or activity in a significant way.” When He comes in, Jesus does not merely rearrange the furniture; He renovates our lives from the foundation up! As we continue to study the life of our Lord, we will discover that every person who accepted the invitation to follow Jesus went away a changed person.


Have you?


Many people go to church week after week, month after month, year after year, and stay the same. Could it be they know about Jesus but they do not know Jesus? Will they hear Him say on judgment day, “I never knew you; away from me, you evildoers!” 


Could that be you?


If you haven’t already, I plead with you to allow Jesus to be your ultimate game changer. 

You will never be the same.
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