January 15, 2012 --  2nd Sunday after Epiphany 

Title: What Kind of Person Follows Christ?

Text: John 1:43-51

Thesis: Of all the persons who may follow Christ it is the committed person who does.

The Seasons of Advent and Christmas culminate with the Season of Epiphany on January 6.  Epiphany means to show or make known or reveal. During the Season of Epiphany we celebrate the various ways Christ is made known or revealed to be the Messiah… the Son of God.  We generally think of the visit of the Magi, the Baptism of Christ and the first miracle of turning water into wine as primary Epiphanal moments.  During the Season of Epiphany we observe how Jesus Christ made himself known. Last week we observed how Christ was made known as the “light who gives light to everyone.” This week our text tells us how Christ made himself known as “the Son of God” to Nathaniel, one of the first followers of Christ.

Introduction

I have been in quite a few post offices in my life and every time I visit a post office I wonder if there must be a certain kind of personality that is best suited to be a postal worker.  Postal workers are the most unflappable people I’ve ever observed.

Their demeanor is generally pleasant. They are seemingly unaware of any need for urgency.  Their work pace remains the same regardless of how many people may be lined up waiting for service.  They remain unruffled and seemingly totally at ease. Postal workers are not typically super-charged and are unlikely to ever shift into passing gear.

I did some research regarding personality types and found that personality types say a lot about what kind of work the various personality types will be good at doing.

1. Perfectionists 2.  Helpers 3.  Producers  4.  Connoisseurs 5.  Sages 6.  Troubleshooters 7.  Visionaries 8.  Top Dogs and 9.  Mediators.  Mediators are the type of persons who hate discord. They are good at placating and pacifying. They are affable, calm, good at compromise and act as peacemakers. Mediator types make for good postal workers or therapists.  Ronald Reagan was a famous mediator. (Lisa Johnson Mandell, Enneagram Uncovers Nine Personality Types at Work, jobs.aol.com/articles/2010/09/28/enneagram/)

As a sidebar… I have recently taken a battery of tests; one of them was the Enneagram. The results of the Enneagram indicate that I would make a terrific postal worker.

Now I’m wondering what kind of person becomes a Christian?  Are there any special things that characterize the follower of Christ?  Who makes a good Christian?

When Jesus began his work back in the day, there were people who were attracted to him and there were those who were not. Among those most adamantly resistant to Jesus were a group of people known as the Pharisees. The Pharisees were self-righteous people who believed they were morally and spiritually better than everyone else. They were fastidious about adhering to the religious laws of their faith. They were critical of Jesus and his followers because they did not observe the law as they did.

On the other hand there were many who did respond favorably to Jesus and became devoted followers, i.e., they became Christians.  And this is what distinguished them from the Pharisees and others who refused to follow Christ:

They were willing to accept the radical transformation that Jesus offered them.

They were willing to change and become new creatures in Christ. They were willing to become people of grace who trusted Christ fully for their salvation and be conformed to his image. They were willing to abandon what they had always thought was right and accept a new way of thinking and being.

But that does not mean they were mindless and unthinking people.

Among the very first followers of Christ was a man who was a cynic.

I.  The Cynic and Skeptic May Follow Christ.

Philip found Nathaniel and told him, “We have found the one Moses wrote about in the law, and about whom the prophets wrote – Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.”  “Nazareth! Can any good thing come from there?” Nathaniel asked. John 1:43-46

In his book, All the Apostles of the Bible, Herbert Lockyer refers to Phillip as “a slow-witted plodder.”  He was not thought of as the brightest bulb in the bunch of disciples. Phillip was one of those wide-eyed, good-hearted, enthusiastic types. His brother Nathaniel, on the other hand, was a Hebrew scholar. He was the brightest bulb in the room. He knew the prophecy in Micah that the Messiah would come from Bethlehem of Judea… not Nazareth.  So when Phillip said he had found the promised one and that he was from Nazareth – Nathaniel was skeptical.

I don’t know if Nathaniel was a skeptic or a cynic.  Skepticism is generally about asking questions, being doubtful but asking questions and not being gullible.  The skeptic may not think something is true but they are willing to find out.  Cynics on the other hand already have their answers. The already know the truth or what is not true.

It is thought that Nathaniel was passionate about Israel and longed for the coming of the Messiah who would restore the God’s people to their original glory. But he was disappointed and skeptical that the Messiah would likely come out of a backwater, end of the dirt road place like Nazareth.  But Phillip persisted.

A cynic may be thought of as a narrow-minded or even blinded by his or her biases but in this case we see that Nathaniel was open-minded enough to consider a new thought.

II. The Curious May Follow Christ.

“Come and see,” said Philip. John 1:46

Architect Frank Lloyd Wright once told about an incident that profoundly influenced his life.  He was nine years old and walking across a snow-covered field with his no-nonsense uncle.  As the two of them reached the far end of the field his uncle stopped him. Then he pointed out his own tracks in the snow, straight and true as an arrow. And then he pointed to young Frank’s tracks… Frank’s tracks meandered all over the field. “Notice how your tracks wander aimlessly from the fence to the cattle to the woods and back again,” his uncle said. “And see how my tracks aim directly to my goal. There is an important lesson in that.”

Years later, now a successful architect, Frank Lloyd Wright said, I determined right then and there, not to miss the things in life my uncle had.”  (Focus on the Family letter, September 1992, p. 14)

Nathaniel was willing to meander a bit from the straight and narrow path he normally followed. Nathaniel was curious enough to get up from his spot under that fig tree and go with Phillip to see…

When Jesus saw Nathaniel coming, his first impression of Nathaniel was that he was a guileless person.

III. The Candid May Follow Christ.

When Jesus saw Nathaniel approaching, he said of him, “Here truly is an Israelite in whom there is no deceit.” John 1:47

I have known people who never had a thought that that they did not speak. We think of these people as people who speak without thinking.  They are thought to be impulsive and often thoughtless individuals, lacking is social skills and generally leave a lot of hurt feelings in their wake. That kind of person is not the kind of person depicted in our story today. 

However Nathaniel is described earlier as a person without guile or deceit.  He was candid in his observations.  There was nothing about him that could be construed to be deceptive or hidden.  Jesus’ observation has more to do with Nathaniel’s integrity.

The storyline tells us that as Nathaniel approached Jesus observed that he (Nathaniel) was a “true Israelite in whom there is no deceit.”  Nathaniel immediately responds asking, “How do you know me?”  (It was one of those moments when you feel a bit taken back when you are introduced to someone who seems to know you but you have no recollection of ever having met them.)

Interestingly, it was not simply how do you know me but “how do you know me without ever having met me?”

And Jesus explained that he had observed him while he was still sitting under the fig tree in his initial conversation with his brother, Phillip. 

This impressed Nathaniel.

One night this week I got started watching the documentary, “Targeting Bin Laden” on the History Channel. It was a fascinating story which reconstructed the greatest coup in the war on terror.  It is an historically useful record of the lead up to, the execution of the raid and the aftermath with exclusive interviews with the key players of the plan. 

A critical part of the story is how the CIA did surveillance on the currier who moved between the compound where he met with bin Laden and numerous internet café’s where he conducted business with al Qaeda operatives.  And it was most fascinating to see how surveillance drones filmed bin Laden on his periodic walks in the courtyard of the compound from 50,000 feet high. The watchers dubbed him “the pacer” who walked back and forth.  Bin Laden was known because he, though unaware, was observed.

Jesus had his eye on Nathaniel before Nathaniel had any inkling of who Jesus was and what Jesus had in mind for him. 

That is a truth that we all may take to heart as we reflect on our own willingness to follow Christ. 

Though we may be unaware, Jesus sees us and knows us and calls us to follow him.

Nathaniel is described in the story as a man without deceit. Some versions refer to him as a man without guile or guileless.

There is an old adage about how curiosity killed the cat. It is actually a proverb warning against unnecessary investigation and experimentation. People quote that proverb to dissuade someone from asking too many questions. It is like someone saying, “If you stick your nose in too far you might just get it chopped off.”  Or “If you pry between every cloud you may be struck by lightning.”

If there is anything certain about Nathaniel it is that despite his doubts, his curiosity resulted in his being exposed to and convinced of the truth.

Those who follow Christ are people who are willing to be convinced and go all in, so to speak, and become followers of Christ.

IV. The Convinced May Follow Christ.

Then Nathaniel declared, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God; you are the king of Israel.”  John 1:49

One of the things that impresses me about Nathaniel and serves as a model to all of us is how quickly he abandoned his prejudices… how quickly his mind worked and as he weighed the facts how he was willing to become enlightened by and to the truth.  The pendulum in Nathaniel’s mind swung from “can anything good come out of Nazareth” to “you are the Son of God.”

This was a pivotal moment in Nathaniel’s life. It was a tipping point… This was a moment when he could have gone either way. Nathaniel could have opted to say, “No thanks.” He could have said, “I’ll think about it.”  But he said, “I’ll buy in. You are the Son of God and I am willing to become your follower.”

We all have out pivotal moments or tipping points.

You can say, “No thanks.”  Or, “I’ll think about it.”  Or, “I’m in! You are the Son of God and I will be a follower of Christ!”

Conclusion

The consideration today is not who we are.  The question is not, “Am I a perfectionist, or a supportive helper, or a producer, or an artsy connoisseur, or a wise sage, or a problem solving troubleshooter, or an entrepreneurial visionary, or Type- a, top dog or a peace-making mediator?”

The question is not, “Am I an introverted or an extroverted person;  an organized type person or an adaptive person;   a thinking kind of person or a feeling kind of person;  or a sensing person or or an intuitive person?” 

The question is not, “Who am I?”  . 

The question is,” What am I?” 

· Am I cynical and/or skeptical about Christ?

· Am I curious about Christ?

· Am I candidly open to the truth about Christ?

· Am I committed to following Christ?

…

