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“Christianity 101: Look and Listen” 
1 Samuel 3:1-10 and John 1:43-51 

 
This morning’s scriptures are stories about people being called into ministry.  I love 
these two stories together, because I think they teach us in a nutshell everything we 
need to know in order to be great disciples. 
 
The Gospel story encourages us to LOOK.  It’s about the call of Nathanael by Philip.  
Philip is a disciple from Bethsaida, the same town as the disciples Peter and Andrew, 
and probably also the Zebedee boys, James and John.  Bethsaida means “House of 
Fishing.” I believe many of Jesus’ followers participated in the fishing industry and 
together they supported one another. 
 
Anyway, Philip says to Nathanael that he and others have found the one that Moses 
and the prophets foretold, but Nathanael responds in a snarky manner, “Can anything 
good come out of Nazareth?”  All Philip says to that is, “Come and SEE.” 
 
When I was in Israel, I got to visit Nazareth and the neighboring ruins of what was once 
a rich cosmopolitan city, Sepphoris.  Sepphoris was quite Helenized.  The Jews living 
there adopted much Greek and Roman culture.  The floor of their holy synagogue was 
beautifully tiled in mosaics containing all the signs of the zodiac, with the names of the 
zodiac written in Hebrew.  Imagine huge zodiac signs on the floor of this church…  
 
Wealthy homes in Sepphoris were extravagantly designed for laying around and 
drinking wine - some with replicas of Bacchus, or Dionysus, the Greek god of wine - not 
the kind of houses one generally thinks of when reading the bible.  These Jews were 
rich, “The Haves” and probably not opposed to Roman rule.  The system was working 
for them.  Meanwhile, the poorer, “Have Nots” lived down the way in  Nazareth.  They 
were the artisans who most likely laid the tiles and did the manual labor in Sepphoris, 
that the rich didn’t care to do.  At the end of the day, the laborers would walk back home 
to their humble dwellings. 
 
Artisans were generally among the poorest people in ancient times, as they did not own 
land.  We are told that Jesus was a wood worker from Nazareth. 
 
Nathanael can’t envision that something good could come from such an impoverished 
place - a place looked down upon by elite citizens of Sepphoris. 
 
I love what Jesus says when he sees snarky, stuck up Nathanael coming toward him, 
“Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is not deceit!”  Now, if you take the bible 
literally, this could be a good thing Jesus is saying about a man he is choosing as a 
disciple, but the danger in literalism, is that we don’t know if Jesus was making a 
complimentary statement or being sarcastic:   “there’s certainly no deceit in this one!”  
Given that we don’t know where Nathanael came from, and his earlier comment about 
looking down on people from Nazareth, I sometimes imagine him to be from Sepphoris 
or wishing he was. 
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Anyway, Nathanael changes his tune when Jesus reminds him of a time when he was 
sitting under a fig tree.  We don’t know what Nathanael was doing under the fig tree, but 
this incident was memorable to Nathanael.  Jesus’ mere mention of it makes Nathanael 
certain that Jesus knew what he was doing or thinking at that time and that Jesus 
possesses some unique powerful insight into Nathanael’s life - as if he could see right 
through him and his pretentiousness. 
 
And then, Jesus assures Nathanael that he will see “greater things” himself. 
 
When we are open to seeing what God in the unlikely eyes of others, we see greater 
things.  Too often we hide under our own types of fig trees to prevent this from 
happening.  We’re scared - or hoping that riches will bring us comfort and prestige - 
shield us from the plight of those we scorn.  Yet, when Nathanael took a chance and 
went to look at this unlikely low-life person named Jesus, his whole life changed. 
 
We need to risk leaving the temple to go out into the world and see other people - 
especially those we might scorn.  We will meet God in their midst. 
 
Besides going out to look, our Hebrew scripture this morning, encourages us to LISTEN 
for God.  It’s the story of God calling Samuel.  Samuel was just a child - working like an 
priestly apprentice to the aging priest Eli.  Each night he would sleep on the floor of the 
temple, laying beside the most precious object, the holiest of holies, God’s throne, the 
ark of the covenant.  This object was believed to contain the tablets of the covenant and 
to function as a place God dwelled…sort of like being able to keep God in a box.  The 
ark would be carried out into battles to protect the ancient Israelites.  It was an item to 
cherish. 
 
Anyway, Samuel is laying there and hears a voice calling his name, “Samuel!  Samuel!”  
He assumes it is Eli calling for him and he gets up and runs to him.  Only Eli has not 
been calling him, so he goes back and lays down.  After this happens three times, Eli 
perceives it is God who is calling, but we’re told that Samuel doesn’t yet know God. 
 
Imagine, this child has been working as a priest, but he doesn’t know God.  The story 
isn’t about God calling Samuel into ministry.  Samuel already works in the ministry.  God 
is calling Samuel to become a prophet - not someone who just performs priestly duties, 
but one who receives communications or visions from God and advocates on God’s 
behalf.  Today we often talk of the priestly role as providing pastoral care, ritual, 
comfort, and the prophetic role as providing more of a challenge.  One comforts the 
afflicted and the other afflicts the comfortable to share in making things comfortable for 
others.  Jesus was both priest and prophet. 
 
Anyway, Eli tells Samuel if he hears the voice again he should say, “Speak, Lord, for 
your servant is listening.”  On God’s 4th call, Samuel says those words.  And with those 
words, Samuel LISTENS, accepting the call to serve God in a new way. 
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Often we pray and ask God to do things, but wise Eli instructs us to stop in our tracks, 
quiet ourselves and say those same words:  “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening.” 
 
I believe much of ministry is a combination of going back and forth between looking and 
listening.  Going out to SEE, and then coming back, centering ourselves, and really 
listening to what God is trying to tell us to do about what or whom we have seen. 
 
I’d like to give us each some meditative moments to do that.  Try this with me.  Center 
yourselves…it helps to close your eyes, and open your heart…you may have something 
heavy on your mind that you need some direction about…it’s OK to hold that issue 
between you and God…but be sincerely open to listening and receiving whatever God’s 
message is for you today:  Get comfortable, now let’s try it:  “Speak, Lord, for your 
servant is listening.” 
 
(Silence for several minutes) 
 
Perhaps you received some insight, or perhaps you were distracted at this time.  Try 
this meditation at home when you can give it more time and intention. 
 
Open your ears and open your eyes with intention, to hear and see God’s invitations to 
you.  Amen. 
 


