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“No Deceit” — January 28, 2018
Psalm 139:1–4, 23–24
1 O Lord, you have searched me and known me. 
2 You know when I sit down and when I rise up;

  you discern my thoughts from far away. 

3 You search out my path and my lying down, and are acquainted with all my ways. 
4 Even before a word is on my tongue,

  O Lord, you know it completely. . . .

23 Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my thoughts. 
24 See if there is any wicked way in me,

 and lead me in the way everlasting. 

John 1:43–51
43 The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, “Follow me.” 44Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and Peter. 45Philip found Nathanael and said to him, “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.” 46Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.” 

47When Jesus saw Nathanael coming towards him, he said of him, “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” 48Nathanael asked him, “Where did you come to know me?” Jesus answered, “I saw you under the fig tree before Philip called you.” 49Nathanael replied, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!” 50Jesus answered, “Do you believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig tree? You will see greater things than these.”

51And he said to him, “Very truly, I tell you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.”

The gospel story gives us a straightforward insight into the reactions of the three main characters. Philip is a likeable guy, simple, and very sincere. Here he goes to his friend Nathanael and excitedly says “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote” (John 1:46).
Then comes Nathanael’s wisecrack, repeating a sullen and biased opinion that some people had about Nazareth, due to its liberal reputation: “Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?” I don’t think Nathanael shares this biased view, just the opposite: by ironically repeating a foolish saying, he is making fun of it; because, of course, something very good can come out of Nazareth! Nathanael is kind and honest, like his friend Philip, but with more wit and sarcasm.

Philip invites Nathanael to “Come and see.” Jesus reads the honesty in Nathanael’s face, and likes him immediately. Before Nathanael can say anything, Jesus says “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” (1:47). Impressed by Jesus’ ability to read him, he says “Rabbi, you are the Son of God!” (1:49).

Philip and Nathanael together represent the wonderful character trait of honesty and openness. Jesus expresses amazement—probably a playful mock amazement—at seeing an honest Israelite. His remark implies that many Israelites are not so innocent, not so free of deceit. While showing good humor, Jesus is also leveling a devastating criticism of Israelites. Of course, he himself is an Israelite.

What if we translated Jesus’ words to our setting? What would be the equivalent saying in our time? It would be “behold a Christian, in whom there is no deceit,” which implies that there are plenty of Christians with deceit! Now do you see how shocking—yet realistic—Jesus’ remark was? He’s very realistic about how widespread deceitfulness is. And that same deceit is widespread among Christians.

Why are there so many sneaky Christians? Why is there so much political maneuvering, so much plotting, so many squabbles? One joke that is sometimes told is that the fights in churches are so fierce because the stakes are so small. That’s a joke that helps us not take ourselves too seriously.

And the apostles took some things too seriously, too. About half of the apostles were seriously committed to Jewish nationalistic hopes, and Jesus had to work hard throughout his ministry to wean them from this view. It seems that he succeeded with Peter, James and John the so-called “Sons of Thunder,” and with Simon the Zealot. But he did not succeed with Judas, whose political hopes were probably what caused him to break with Jesus’ spiritual approach.

With Peter, however, love eventually triumphed over materialistic hopes. Right after he denied Jesus three times, then “the Lord turned and looked at Peter” (Luke 22:61), and Peter ran away and wept. I think there was a lot of pity and understanding in Jesus’ look. It touched Peter’s heart, and he never again denied him. His heart was lifted when he was visited by the resurrected Jesus, and lifted even more when he received the Master’s outpoured Spirit on Pentecost.
James and John, who had wanted Jesus to call down fire upon a Samaritan village (Luke 9:54), later became great preachers. James was the first apostle to give his life for the Gospel, and John became known as the apostle of love.

Simon the Zealot, although nicknamed after the armed nationalist movement, must have become a peace-loving evangelist. Tradition tells of his preaching in distant lands. These apostles were won over by Jesus’ loving personality.

But Judas would not let go of his selfish desire for political power. You can hear it in what he says to the priests: “What will you give me if I betray him to you?” (Matt 26:15). What he really wants is acceptance and prestige, but they just offer him money. He is trying to curry favor with the priests, but he won’t get it; they can’t stand him. The priests didn’t even want the thirty pieces of silver when he gave it back (27:3–8).

The stories of the apostles tell us about their real loyalties and their character. Character matters. Eleanor Roosevelt said “People grow through experience if they meet life honestly and courageously. This is how character is built.” Eleven of the apostles met life honestly, and certainly learned from their mistakes. Judas might even have learned something at the very end, since he felt remorse, and then went and hanged himself. He probably didn’t realize that Jesus would still have forgiven him if his remorse was honest, and would still have welcomed him back. But Judas didn’t seem to know this; he hadn’t learned enough about Jesus.

When we learn about Jesus we are learning also about the supreme values of living, loving, and forgiving. You can rest assured that if you have a strong feeling for truth, for love, for salvation—then there are angels nearby, trying to help you spiritually. This leads me to the final remark in our reading, where Jesus says “I tell you, you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man” (1:51).

This has something to do with the organization of the universe. The angels are servants of Jesus, and they ascend and descend, doing spiritual work. “Are not all angels spirits in the divine service, sent to serve for the sake of those who are to inherit salvation?” it says in Hebrews 1:14. First Peter says that “angels, authorities, and powers made subject to” Jesus (3:22).
Angels descending means they come to us, draw very close to us, even though most of us don’t even sense their presence. Mostly, we sense the values of the angels, rather than their personalities. Some people, a few people, have a strong sense of the angels. For most of us, it’s enough that we have a strong sense of the spiritual values, the beauty and the truth that we are pursuing. If we are doing that, we will always be drawn to Jesus, and love will eventually conquer the other things that delay us: our resentments, our desire for power, our insecurities. Jesus is carrying out a slow conquest of each one of us. Only dishonesty, hostility, and utter materialism can stop that spiritual conquest. We do have free will.
So be a truth-finder. Be as sincere as Nathanael so that Jesus will be your friend.
