
“Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46) 
 
From time to time, or perhaps frequently, a politician gets into trouble for making 
slighting remarks about a particular part of the country or the world. And I’m not 
going to mention Donald Trump!  Whether it’s assuming that all Glaswegians eat 
deep fried Mars Bars, or everyone in the north has gravy with everything, such 
comments are unwise, and not only because of their electoral implications, but 
because they perpetuate stereotypes. They make assumptions about the kind of 
people who come from a particular place. And of course every country has places 
which are the butt of all the jokes. 
 
It has ever been thus, it appears. Nathaniel is told by excited friends that the 
Messiah is finally among them, Jesus the carpenter’s son, from Nazareth. “Can 
anything good come out of Nazareth?” is Nathaniel’s thoughtless response. 
 
Apart from the prejudice he shows, Nathaniel really should know better. If he has 
read his scriptures carefully, he will have realised that God has a history of choosing 
for his purposes the most unsuitable people and the least likely places. 
 
Right at the beginning of the story of the people of God, Abraham seemed pretty 
unpromising material. What’s more, the land God promised to Abraham for his own 
turned out to be occupied by someone else. Then there was Jacob, who gave his 
alternative name, Israel, to God’s people. This younger son inherited the birthright by 
tricking his elder brother and his father. Moses had to learn to be an Israelite rather 
than an Egyptian before he could lead his people. Israel’s first king, Saul, was from 
the smallest Israelite tribe, and was hiding among the baggage when he was 
chosen, setting the tone for a reluctant and difficult reign. David had a weakness for 
women that was nearly fatal to his reign. And as a shepherd from Bethlehem he was 
not exactly marked out for an auspicious royal career. And so it goes on. 
 
So Nathaniel should know that if he is going to meet God’s anointed one, the one 
longed for by the prophets, the one long awaited by God’s oppressed people, 
Nazareth is precisely the kind of place he would come from. Not quite respectable, 
away from the centre of Jewish faith, slightly foreign Nazareth. Just the kind of place 
God would choose. And the kind of person – one humbly born in Bethlehem. His 
parentage is irregular. His father, or adoptive father, is a craftsman not a rabbi. This 
is the heritage of the man who is now being hailed as the fulfilment of the law and 
the prophets. It would suit Nathaniel better if he smiled to himself, and acknowledged 
that God is at it again. 
 
But Nathaniel has his fixed view of Nazareth and its people. And he isn’t about to 
keep his opinions to himself – one “in whom there is no deceit” indeed, as Jesus 
rather cuttingly points out. Someone who speaks his mind, who says it as it is.  
 
Nathaniel has a lot to learn about the ways of God before he can be the disciple he 
is being called to be. But Jesus is continuing the pattern. He is choosing his team 
from some pretty unpromising material. They all have a long hard road to travel 
before they understand that God is not interested in the easy choice. It is a road 
which will take them to the foot of a Roman cross. 
 



This story illustrates for us how Jesus was an unlikely Messiah. He was not 
obviously of royal blood. He was not from Jerusalem, the centre of religious and 
spiritual power, the place of God’s special choosing. There were rumours about his 
parentage. His father was a tradesman. He had not received special training as a 
rabbi. There was no reason to see him as anything other than one of the many 
misguided religious fanatics who in those restless times set themselves up as 
messiahs. And yet – Philip, Andrew, Peter and the others, even eventually Nathaniel, 
recognise Jesus as different. His teaching has the ring of truth. He has an air of 
authenticity about him. People who meet him feel they are encountering the God 
they have known through the scriptures. 
 
We are used to the idea of a Messiah from Nazareth and we never give it a second 
thought. But perhaps we need to rediscover the shock of it. God does not make the 
easy or obvious choice. Instead, God chooses the youngest, the worst equipped, the 
foreign, the poor, to be his servants in the world. There is no need for any of us to 
feel unworthy of the role to which we are called. 
 
Nathanael’s name means “the gift of God” and he has certainly been given to us, as 
an example of discipleship. He knew his scriptures; he prayed, taking time out to be 
with God - under that fig tree; and he recognised God in Jesus Christ, as one who 
knew him, knew everything about him, and yet still wanted him as one of his 
followers. Just as Jesus knows each one of us, with all our doubts and weaknesses, 
all our scepticism, but still calls to us to follow him. 
 
If this Nathanael in John’s Gospel is the same person as Bartholomew in the other 
Gospels, as seems likely, then legend has it that he eventually carried the good 
news as far afield as India and Armenia. He helped to make it possible for there to 
be those “saints from every tribe and language and people and nation” in today’s 
reading from Revelation.  But it might not have happened without Philip. 
 
When our enthusiasm for our Christian faith is infectious like Philip’s, just the way we 
live our lives can bring others to see the Messiah, the Christ. The people we pass 
the good news to may bring even more. Whether we’re an excited Philip or a 
thoughtful Nathanael, Jesus calls us. Through him, through his death and 
resurrection, we will see heaven open and be welcomed home. And when you find 
something this good, you want to share it with others. 
 
Jesus can see the potential within every person and can bring that potential to 
fruition. But he needs us to say to give the invitation to, “Come and see.” 
 


