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THE MASTER’S MEN 

Reading: John 1: 43-51 

10. NATHANAEL 

The first question we face when we come to consider 
Nathanael is the question of identity. Who was he ? John 
always calls him Nathanael but Matthew, Mark, and Luke 
refer to him as Bartholomew. Bartholomew is a Hebrew 
surname meaning “ son of Tolmai.” ( 2 Sam 3:3 ) 
Nathanael means “ gift of God.” So his full name was 
Nathanael Bartholomew. There is a new name for some of 
you mothers to consider when you gave birth to that little 
baby boy ? Nathan means “ gift,” and El is a name for 
God so Nathanael means “ gift of God.” Now why do we 
believe Bartholomew and Nathanael to be one and the 
same person ? Well, the first three gospels and the Book 
of Acts all list Bartholomew sixth or seventh in the list of 
the Twelve. ( Matt 10:3 Mk 3:18 Lk 6:14 Acts 1:13 ) The 
gospel of John never mentions Bartholomew but includes 
Nathanael in the company of the apostles ( 1:45 21:2 ) If 
Bartholomew and Nathanael are both names within the 
circles of the twelve disciples then by process of 
elimination they must refer to the same person.  

But there is even something more convincing than that. 
That is the close association of Nathanael Bartholomew 
with Philip. For in the three listings Bartholomew is 
always paired with Philip and in John’s account it is 

Philip who brings Nathanael to Christ. You see, Nathanael 
was Philip’s friend. Now early church records say that 
Nathanael preached the gospel in Persia and India perhaps 
even as far as Armenia. There is no reliable record of how 
he died. One tradition suggests that met his death beaten 
with clubs, flayed alive and crucified head downward. His 
body was then tied up in a sack and tossed into the sea. By 
all accounts, he was martyred like all the apostles except 
John. So what do we know about Nathanael ? We know 
that he was the same person as Bartholomew that he was a 
close friend of Philip. We know that he hailed from Cana 
of Galilee ( 21:2 ) that he was probably a fisherman and 
that he was martyred for the sake of the gospel. Now 
that’s about it. However, as we look a little closer at 
John’s gospel we shall learn a little more about Nathanael 
and more importantly about Nathanael’s Saviour. 
Actually, there are three pictures of the Lord Jesus that are 
brought before us in this passage.  

(1)The Unrivalled Person of the Lord Jesus 

I mean there is no-one equal to Christ. There is something 
magnetic and attractive about Christ that make folk seek 
for Him. Was this not the case with Philip and  
Nathanael ? Would they not have spent hours studying 
the Old Testament Scriptures together looking for the 
Messiah ? My …. we are thinking about the unrivalled 
person of Jesus Christ. That person that enthralled 
Nathanael so much that he was looking for Him. Can I 
ask, does the Lord Jesus still enthral, excite and enthuse 
you ? Does He still captivate you ? Can you still say after 
being saved for so long “ all that thrills my soul is  



Jesus, ?” I want you to suggest to you that if we would be 
taken up with the Lord as Nathanael was there are several 
factors we need to keep in mind. The first is, 

(a)The PLACE We Meet Must Be PRACTICAL: 

You say “ what’s the significance of the fig tree ?” Well, 
houses in that culture were mostly small one room affairs. 
Most of the cooking was done inside so you can imagine 
that the house could get full of smoke and stuffy. Trees 
were planted around houses to keep them cool and 
shaded. One of the best trees to plant was a fig tree 
because it bore wonderful fruit and gave good shade. It 
would grow to a height of fifteen feet and spread its 
branches as far as twenty-five feet. If you wanted to 
escape the noise and stifling atmosphere of the house you 
could go outside and rest under its shade. It was a kind of 
private outdoor place perfect for meditation, reflection 
and solitude. In effect Christ was saying  “ I saw you 
under the fig tree. I knew what you were doing. That was 
your private chamber. That is where you go to study and 
pray.” Tell me, have you such a place ?  

Do you recall what was said of Abraham ? “ And 
Abraham got up early in the morning to the place where 
he stood before the Lord.” ( Gen 19:27 ) Isaac had such a 
place for we read “ And Isaac went out to meditate in the 
field at the eventide.” ( Gen 24:63 ) Do you recall that 
Daniel had such a place ? ( Dan 6:10 ) Of the Lord Jesus 
we read “ And Judas also which betrayed him knew the 
place ( garden ) for Jesus ofttimes resorted hither with his 
disciples.” ( 18:2 ) Do you recall that Christ spoke of 

“ thy closet.” ( Matt 6:6 ) In his Confessions Augustine 
one of the early church fathers related how after evading 
communion with God for a long time he sought the secret 
place. “ I cast myself under a certain fig tree. I know not 
how and gave full vent to my tears and floods broke forth 
from mine eyes ‘ an acceptable sacrifice to Thee.”’
William Law in his book “ Serious Call,” says “ Pray 
always in the same place, reserve that place for devotion 
and never allow yourself to do anything common in it.”
Have you any special place set apart for devotion ? Have 
you anything in your home corresponding to Nathanael’s 
fig tree ? Sure, I know that a believer may pray anywhere 
and all places a sacred. But often the Christian who says 
he can pray anywhere ends by praying nowhere. My …. 
be sure you have some closet, some inner chamber, some 
fig tree, some little nook that you keep as a place where 
you keep tryst with God. (a) 

(b)  The ATTITUDE We Have Must Be 
SPIRITUAL: 

Now there are some who would classify Nathanael as the 
skeptic or the mystic. Whether that is true or not Christ 
knew that Nathanael was a man who had a spiritual thirst. 
Indeed his friends knew that if Nathanael was not in his 
boat they’d find him in his garden. It’s often difficult to 
cultivate that attitude of worship, prayer and meditation. 
We live in an age of noise. Teenagers have their radio’s 
blasting and their records booming. Adults are consumed 
with the controls of their television. All of us are addicted 
with our mobile’s, social media etc ! Someone has said 
what we need are fewer one hundred mile an hour cars 



and more rocking chairs, or to put it in the idiom of 
Nathanael’s day more fig tree’s. Could it be that the Lord 
Jesus is not as precious to you this …. as once He was ? Is 
it because your time alone with Him has ceased ? Got into 
a rut ? Do you feel that you are just going through the 
motions ? That your attitude is no longer spiritual ? You 
see, this spiritual attitude that we need to cultivate has 
contributing factors. There is a Physical Factor: we 
cannot go to bed at all hours of the night and expect to be 
fresh to meet with God in the morning. Those social 
occasions are sweet but they are not as precious as your 
quiet time. There is a Moral Factor: Do you recall the 
words of the Psalmist ? “ If I regard iniquity in my heart 
….,” ( Ps 66:18 ) You can’t expect to have fellowship 
with God while you are tolerating sin in your life. There is 
a Volitional Factor: the Lord Jesus states a principle in  
( 7:17 ) “ If any man do his will he shall know ….,” in 
other words revelation and obedience are like parallel 
lines. As you obey God reveals when you cease to obey 
God ceases to reveal. So if we are going to be taken with 
Christ (a) (b) but look again, 

(c) The WORD We Study Must Be CENTRAL: 

You see, Nathanael was a lover of Scripture for did you 
notice what Philip said ? Perhaps we should notice what 
he did not say. He didn’t say “ I have found a man who 
will fix your marriage and your personal problems and 
give your life meaning.” He did not appeal to Nathanael 
on the basis of how Christ would make Nathanael’s life 
better. Philip spoke of Christ as the fulfilment of Old 
Testament prophecies because he knew that would excite 

Nathanael’s interest. He cries “ We have found him of 
whom Moses and the prophets did write, Jesus of 
Nazareth the son of Joseph.” ( 1:45 ) Surely that implies 
that the two of them had spent long hours pouring through 
the Law and the Prophets in search of information on the 
Messiah. My …. when Philip went looking for Nathanael 
he probably found him under the fig tree with some Old 
Testament portion across his lap pondering the advent of 
the Messiah. And Philip cries, “ Nathanael we have found 
him.” Do you know something ? If we are going to be 
taken up with the Incarnate Word then the Inspired Word 
must be central in our lives. Why ? Because the Word of 
God speaks of the Son of God. Do you recall Christ’s 
words ? “ Search the scriptures for in them ye think ye 
have eternal life and they are they which testify of me.” 
( 7:39 ) Do you know why brethren you are not showing 
us Christ at the Breaking of Bread ? Because you are not 
searching  the Scriptures. You see, Christ is in all the 
Scriptures. 

Christ is there in Picture: in Poetry: and in Prophecy. I 
mean do you want to know about the Living Word ? Then 
you need to get into the Written Word. So if you are going 
to be taken up with Christ (a) (b) (c) and the, 

(d)The QUESTIONS We Raise Must Be VITAL: 

Do you see Nathanael’s question ? “ Can there any good 
thing come out of Nazareth ?” ( 1:46 ) Nathanael knew 
Nazareth. He was a native of Cana which was only five 
miles away from Nazareth. Sophisticated Jews did not 
think much of this Galilean town. They regarded the 



whole region of Galilee with more than a touch of 
contempt, they called the province “ Galilee of the 
Gentiles.” ( Matt 4:15 ) Galileans were regarded as stupid 
yokels. Indeed the Galileans themselves were scornful of 
Nazareth. This provincial town had some kind of 
unsavoury reputation. Nazareth was a rough town. Its 
culture was largely unrefined and uneducated. It isn’t a 
particularly picturesque place to visit even today. It was 
inconceivable to Nathanael that the Messiah would come 
out of a tacky place like Nazareth. “ Philip show me one 
passage of Scripture that links Nazareth with the  
Messiah ?” Now Philip did not try and argue the point 
with his friend. He did not try to change Nathanael’s 
opinion of Nazareth.  

He simply said “ Come and see.” He would introduce 
Nathanael to Christ and let Christ do the rest. That is the 
very essence of soul winning. A little boy was having a 
good time with a pot of honey and his father asked him if 
it was nice. “ Oh yes its ever so nice,” said the little boy.  
“ How nice is that ?” asked the father. “ Why it’s it’s it’s 
ever so nice.” “ Yes my boy but I want to know how  
nice ?” “ Well its, its its, oh, here you are taste it for 
yourself.” Now dialogue often lays a good foundation for 
faith but you cannot argue someone into the kingdom. Just 
invite them “ Come and see.” Indeed is this not the first 
step you take in coming to Christ ? “ Come and see.”
That is Conversion. Do you recall the feeding of the five 
thousand ? The Lord Jesus said to the disciples “ How 
many loaves have ye ? go and see. And when they knew 
they say five and two fishes.” ( Mk 6:38 ) And you know 
whatever we give to the Lord He takes and multiples.  

“ Go and see.” What can I give to Jesus ? “ Come and 
see,” that is Conversion. “ Go and see,” that is 
Consecration. But do you recall what the psalmist says ?  
“ O taste and see that the Lord is good.” ( Ps 34:8 ) That 
is Communion. Now do you see the first picture ? (1) 

(2)The Unlimited Perception of Christ 

You see, Nathanael was known by the Lord. Indeed in the 
very next chapter John says “ He ( Christ ) knew all men. 
And needed not that any should testify of man for he knew 
what was in man.” ( 2:24-25 ) You see, the Lord Jesus is 
not only Omnipotent all powerful. ( Matt 28:18 ) He is not 
only Omnipresent all present. ( Matt 18:20 ) But He is 
Omniscient, all knowing. Is that not what Nathanael 
discovered ? Nathanael witnessed Christ’s omniscience 
and was immediately convinced of who He was because 
he knew that only God was omniscient. Then Christ 
basically said to him “ Nathanael if you think you saw 
divine power in that one act of omniscience you haven’t 
seen anything yet.” ( 1:50 ) You see, Christ knew all 
about Nathanael’s  

(a)PERSONAL CHARACTER: 

Look if you will at ( 1:47-48 ) The Lord knew Nathanael 
through and through. Christ saw Nathanael before 
Nathanael saw Christ. The hairs of his head were 
numbered by the Lord. The Lord knew his age, his name, 
his background, and his future. He was completely 
diagnosed, known and x- rayed by the Lord. Notice the 
Lord knew something about His Piety: “ An Israelite 



indeed.” He was a true Jew. You say, “ can someone be a 
Jew and not a true Jew ?” Well, Paul says in  
( Rom 2:28-29 ) “ For he is not a Jew who is one 
outwardly neither is that circumcision which is outward in 
the flesh but he is a Jew who is one inwardly and 
circumcision is that of the heart.” There are Jews in the 
flesh who are not in the covenant because they do not 
believe. Nathanael was a true Jew, a God-fearing, God-
seeking, Messiah orientated Jew. The Lord knew 
something about His Sincerity: “ In whom is no guile.”
The word translated “ guile,” here is the same word used 
in the Septuagint version of ( Gen 27:35 ) where Isaac 
said to Esau “ Thy brother came with subtlety and hath 
taken away thy blessing.” That’s what the word “ guile,”
means “ subtlety.” Indeed this verse ( 1:47 ) has often 
been paraphrased “ Behold an Israelite indeed in whom is 
no Jacob.” 

Do you know what Jacob was like ? Cunning and 
deceitful until the Lord broke him and changed him into 
Israel. ( Gen 32:28 ) Even then the old Jacob nature often 
reasserted itself. But here in Nathanael, standing before 
Christ was an Israelite free from the guile, crookedness 
and subtlety of Jacob. Nathanael was transparent, without 
hypocrisy or craftiness. Here was a man without sham and 
ulterior motives. What about your personal character ? I 
wonder how the Lord would describe you ? Transparent 
or treacherous ? Clean or cunning ? Sincere or subtle ? (a) 

(b)SPIRITUAL CONDITION: 

The Lord Jesus knew who Nathanael was. ( 1:47 ) He 
knew where Nathanael was. ( 1:50 ) And He knew what 
Nathanael needed. You see, here’s what took place. 
Nathanael had been reading his Bible under the fig tree 
and he had got to the story of Jacob’s ladder ( Gen 28:12 ) 
when Christ’s all seeing eye was cast upon Him. “ Jesus 
answered and said unto him, before that Philip called 
thee, when thou wast under the fig tree I saw thee.”
( 1:48 ) He knew exactly where Nathanael was spiritually 
and Christ was able to put His finger on the spot. The 
Unlimited Perception of Christ. I mean Christ knows all 
about us Personally: have you ever noticed as you have 
read the gospels that Christ’s priority is with people ? Our 
preoccupation is so often with things. Our homes, cars, 
pleasures, business, hobbies but here is One who is 
intensely interested in people, in you and me. Do you 
know something ? He knows all there is to know about 
you. He knows your nature, your name, your needs. 

Are you facing a crisis this …. ? Are you burdened down 
with anxiety and fear ? Are you in the midst of the storm ?  
He knows. I know my heavenly Father knows The 
storms that would my way oppose But He can drive the 
clouds away And turn my darkness into day 

Christ knows all about us Domestically: He knows when 
like Mary we sit at His feet, He knows when like Martha 
we are weary in the work. He knows when like those 
sisters we are facing sorrow and bereavement. Christ 
knows, cares and understands. Christ knows all about us 
Corporately: for as the Lord of the Lampstands He walks 



through this local assembly taking cognisance of all that’s 
happening. Do you know what He says “ I know.”  
( Rev 2:2 ) Is that not searching ? But there is a third 
picture here. (1) (2)  

(3)The Undisputed Pre-eminence of Christ 

In Nathanael’s confession and in Christ’s confirmation. I 
say here my …. is the undisputed pre-eminence of Christ 
for did you notice, 

(a)HIS DEITY: 

Do you see Nathanael’s response ? “ Thou art the Son of 
God.” That identification put Christ on the throne of the 
universe. Now John’s whole gospel was written to prove 
that Jesus is the Son of God. ( 20:31 ) Indeed there is a 
seven fold testimony to His deity in this book. You see, 
you cannot be saved without believing that Jesus Christ is 
the Son of God. Nels Ferre said that Jesus could have 
easily been the product of blond German soldier and a 
Jewish woman. Unless he changed his belief, he went to 
hell. For to doubt His deity is to damn your soul. (a) 

(b)HIS ROYALTY: 

“ Thou art the King of Israel,” ( 1:49 )  That identification 
put Christ on the throne of David. Jesus Christ was the 
King of Israel. All the messianic promises could now be 
fulfilled. The King had come and soon the kingdom 
would come. (a) (b) 

(c) HIS HUMANITY: 

Look at ( 1:51 ) Do you see what the Saviour is doing ? 
He is taking Nathanael back to that night that he has been 
reading about. That night in which Jacob had a dream  
“ And he dreamed and behold a ladder set up on the earth 
and the top of it reached to heaven and behold the angels 
of God ascending and descending on it.” ( Gen 28:12 ) 
That ladder linked heaven and earth and now Christ says  
“ I am that ladder.” The Saviour says “ I am Son of 
God,” that’s His deity. “ I am Son of Man,” that’s His 
humanity. “ I am that ladder. I link heaven and earth, 
God and man. I am the one and only mediator between 
God and men.” My ….. Nathanael’s vision is still vital 
today. Christ is the Way, the Water, the Life and the 
Ladder. Are you foolishly trying to reach God in your 
own way when a ladder has already been provided ? (a) 
(b) (c)  

(d)HIS COMPANY: 

“ And the angels of God ascending and descending,”  
( 1:51 ) I wonder was it the night shift that was going up 
and the day shift was coming down ? “ Ascending and 
descending.” Now the Bible has a lot to say about the 
ministry of angels. Our English word is from the Greek 
word angelos meaning one sent, a messenger. Angels then 
are God’s servants or messengers.  

There are Angels who watch over Children:  



Christ speaking of little ones says “ in heaven their angels 
do always behold the face of my Father.” ( Matt 18:10 ) 
You see, these angels are waiting for God to tell them 
what He wants them to do with the person who is messing 
over His kids.  

There are Angels who watch over Saints: 

Those who “ minister for them who shall be heirs of 
salvation.” ( Heb 1:14 ) The psalmist says “ He shall give 
his angels charge over thee to keep thee in all thy ways.”
( Ps 91:11 ) They protect us, they watch over our children. 
Perhaps we shall one day stand amazed at the multiplied 
services which the unseen bands have rendered us.  

There are Angels who watch over Churches:  

We never think of the angels when we come to worship 
do we ? But they are watching us, looking at our 
appearance and dress. ( 1 Cor 4:9 Eph 3:10 ) When a 
Christian woman or girl comes into a gathering with her 
head covered she becomes to the angels an object lesson 
of divine submission. What a rebuke she is to the wicked 
angels for remember there was a time when within the 
angelic ranks one of the angels rose up in rebellion against 
the headship of God. ( Rev 12:4 ) There was rebellion 
against the authority of God and now what God is doing is 
this. He shows the redeemed people to the angels. God is 
saying, “ I will show you in another company that I have 
redeemed and who love me, headship in action.” My ….. 
what a wonder to the angels as they peer into the 
fellowship of God’s people to see a man with his head  

uncovered and a woman with her head covered accepting 
God’s order of things. Do you see her the company of the 
Lord Jesus ? “ The angels of God ascending and 
descending upon the Son of Man.” (a) (b) (c) (d) But note, 

(e) HIS SOVEREIGNTY: 

For Christ says “ Hereafter ye shall see heaven open.”  
( 1:51 ) What does that remind you of ? Stephen’s vision 
for that first Christian martyr “ looked up steadfastly into 
heaven and saw the glory of God and Jesus standing on 
the right hand of God.” ( Acts 7:55 ) “ Son of Man,” what 
does that remind you of ? Daniel’s vision “ I saw in the 
night vision and behold one like the Son of Man came with 
the clouds of heaven and came to the Ancient of days and 
they brought him near before him. And there was given 
him dominion, and glory and a kingdom.” ( Dan 7:13-14 ) 
That’s the sovereignty of the Lord Jesus for He is coming 
to judge His foes, claim His inheritance and establish His 
kingdom. ( Rev 11:15 ) Do you know what the Bible  
says ? “ For he must reign.” ( 1 Cor 15:25 )  

“ Jesus shall reign ….,” (3) That’s what Nathanael 
acknowledged from that day forward. This is all we know 
of him. This is all we need to know. For we can be sure 
that a man who began with such a head start finished way 
out ahead. But what about you ? Undisputed Pre-
eminence. Is that what Christ has in your life ? Do you 
know what pre-eminence means ? Number one. Do you 
gave the Lord a Place in your life ? Do you gave the 
Saviour Prominence in your life ? Or do you give Christ 
Pre-eminence in your life ? Is He number one ? 




