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The next day Jesus decided to leave for Galilee. Finding Phi​lip, He said to Him, “Follow Me.”



Philip, like Andrew and Peter, was from the town of Beth​saida. 
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.”


Can anything good come from Imlay City?  Can anything good come from Attica or Capac or Dryden?  Can anything good come from Almont or Lum, from Romeo or North Branch?  Can anything good come from such small towns?  These little towns rarely make the headlines, and most people who live in small towns like it that way.  Let DEtroit and Flint make the news; we’ll be content to live in quietness and safety.


For most of the last century, the trend in America was for the young people to leave the farms and the small towns, and move to the big city, because that’s where the jobs were.  Many big cities, like DEtroit, have died from within, as people moved out to the suburbs.  The big challenges still remain for the small towns to survive in the future.  New industry cannot come into a small town unless there are enough capable workers available nearby the staff the new industry.


Imlay City is the third small town I have called home in Michigan since I graduated from the seminary.  This is the largest of the three towns I have lived in.  In the first town I lived in, we used to say that two cars stopped at the same time at the one traffic light in town was our version of a traffic jam.  The next stoplight down the road was nearly thirty miles away in a suburb of Toledo.  The town I grew up in in Illinois, population 4000, also had just one traffic light, and the next traffic light was nearly thirty miles south.


Can anything good come from such small towns?  That was Natha​niel’s question when he heard from his friend Philip that Jesus was from Nazareth.  “Can anything good come from Nazareth?” he asked.  One won​ders why he did not ask that question about his own hometown of Beth​saida; perhaps that was much larger.  While Nazareth today is a metropolis, at Nathaniel’s time its population is estimated as smaller than Imlay City.


There are a couple of things for us to note about the people who live in small towns.  First, in the most important way, they are just like the peo​ple who live in big cities.  When it comes to their potential to be Jesus’ dis​ci​ples, to be followers of the Savior, to be Christians, small town dwellers are just as incapable and incompetent as big city dwellers.  In other words, neither the big cities nor the small towns have any corner on the sin market.  Sin is not a matter of location, but of natural origin.  Those who are born from sinful human parents are born inclined to sin, and they will find some way to express that sinful nature.  One reason people prefer to live in small towns is that the opportunities to sin in certain ways are limited.  But there is still no shortage of ways of sin.


For anyone from a small town or a big city to become a follower of Jesus, Jesus must do His work on the human heart.  He must grant His Holy Spirit to work through the means of Word and Sacrament to create and strengthen faith in the sinful human heart.  Jesus did that for Philip and for Nathaniel.  Jesus issued the invitation to Philip, “Follow Me.”  Philip issued the invitation to Nathaniel, “Come and see.”  When Nathaniel did come, Jesus revealed to him that He is God by letting some of His omniscience show through.  Jesus made the eternal salvation of Philip and of Nathaniel and of us possible when He went to the cross and died for their sins and for our sins.


The people who grow up in small towns and the people who grow up in big cities have decided differences.  One way of looking at it describes those who grow up in the big city as cosmopolitans, or world-citizens, while those who grow up in small towns have a certain provincial atmosphere to them, sort of a rural appearance, a backwoods sort of nature, which some regard as backwards.  The story of the city mouse and the country mouse indicates some of those things.  The city mouse came to visit the country cousin, and marveled at how simply the country cousin lived, without the variety of food the city mouse had become accustomed to.  So the country mouse visited the city mouse, and marveled at all the different foods, of course, but also marveled at the great danger the city mouse lived in from the cat.  Those who grow up in small towns know that the selection avai​la​ble might be limited, but you can walk about safely just about anywhere.


As far as their innate abilities are concerned, there is no significant difference between those who grow up in small towns and those who grow up in big cities, although some are surprised by that.  One of the marvels about a man named Immanuel Kant, one of the world’s great philosophers, was that he grew up in a relatively small town, spent his entire life there, and died there, not having traveled more than a few miles from his home town his entire life.


When it comes to those Jesus wants to use for His work as His disci​ples then, as His followers now, He knows all things and can choose just the people He wants for His work, whether they come from the small town or from the big city.  He chooses them, He trains them, He gives them life experiences, He calls them to His service, and uses them to accomplish His purposes.  From His perspective, there is no essential difference between big city people and small town people.


“Can anything good come from Nazareth?” was Nathaniel’s ques​tion, and we wonder why he asked about Nazareth, since everyone knows that Jesus was born in Bethlehem.  Why didn’t Nathaniel ask if anything good could come from Bethlehem?  We still sing, “O Little Town of Beth​le​hem.”  Jesus was born in Bethlehem, even though His mother Mary and His step-father Joseph had been citizens of Nazareth.  In almost a miracu​lous way, they were brought to Bethlehem just in time for Jesus to be born there, in a truly small, insignificant town.  Consider that when the wise men came from the East to worship the Baby born King of the Jews, they did not go directly to Bethlehem, even though they had a star they were following.  No, they instead went to the big city, because they just naturally assumed that anyone born to be the King of the Jews would be found in the capital city of Jerusalem.  They were wrong, and got directed to little Bethlehem.


But Jesus did grow up in insignificant little Nazareth.  Where Jesus grew up made little difference.  What was important was who He is.  The eternal Son of God born from the virgin Mary had to grow up somewhere.  He would have been just as special, just as unique, just as much one of a kind, no matter where He grew up.  He grew up in Nazareth, but He knew from little on already that His end would come at the big city of Jerusalem; there they would crucify Him.  As Jesus once said, “Surely no prophet can die outside Jerusalem!” Lk13v34.

The final point we should note is that the place we grow up has no control over the place where we will spend eternity.  Nathaniel was im​pressed that Jesus had known about him before they met.  Jesus said: “You believe because I told you I saw you under the fig tree. You shall see greater things than that.… I tell you the truth, you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.”


What Jesus says is remarkably similar to what young Jacob saw when he fled from Esau’s wrath and stopped at Bethel for the night.  He came from the hill country, from herdsmen, and stopped at Bethel, the name the place would have later when it actually became a city.  There in his sleep Jacob “had a dream in which he saw a stairway resting on the earth, with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it.” Gn28v12.  At the top of the stairs, Jacob saw Jesus, who gave to Jacob the promise that the Savior would be born from his de​scen​dants.


At the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry, Jesus’ first disciples and especially John the Baptist saw heaven opened.  Right after Jesus’ baptism, we are told, “At that moment heaven was opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and lighting on Him.” Mt3v16.  That was when the Father spoke from heaven, “This is My Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased.” Mt3v17.

Jesus promised Nathaniel that he too would see heaven opened.  Per​haps Jesus was pointing ahead to His ascension into heaven.  Even more, He was pointing ahead to the time when He returns for the end of the world, or perhaps when the end of this world comes for each of us.  Then we will find, just as He has promised us, that He has prepared a special place for us to live with Him.  I really don’t think that the places He has prepared for us will have any significant characteristics of either a small town or a big city.  The most important sight in the home He has prepared for us will be the Savior Himself.  He extends the invitation to each of us, “Follow Me.”  He invites each of us, “Come and see.”  He says, “In My Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with Me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going.… I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me.” Jn14v2-4,6. Amen.

�


�


�


�


�


�


�


�


�





