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John 1:43-51    WHERE ARE YOU FROM? 

In certain parts of the country, in certain parts of the world, there is a high interest in where 
people are from.  Finding this out can be a way to explore something of interest about their 
story and what influences were involved in shaping them as the person they are.  However, 
such a question can also be a way of deciding who some people are going to ignore.  Some 
want to relate to people who are similar to them and definitely don’t want to ‘waste their 
time’ on certain others.  Of course, that is quite a self-limiting operational standard to use.  
No longer can we assume people of a particular ethnicity are from where we might expect.  
We used to be able to assume what influences shaped a person based on where they were 
from.  They grew up on a farm or in another country or as part of a military family – as such 
we might think we know what kind of person they are.  But in today’s age of information, 
we can’t assume such things.  And even if we did, we can’t assume that someone from 
someplace without status has little to offer us in an encounter or relationship.   

But the Gospel of John makes it clear that Jesus was considered as being from a place of 
insignificance.  While he was being raised there, the town of Nazareth is thought to have 
had a population of 400-500 people.  It is not mentioned in the Hebrew scriptures, and in 
fact, it has not been found to have been mentioned in ancient Jewish sources earlier than 
the third century in the common era, which likely reflects its lack of prominence even in the 
Galilee region. 1 So when Nathanael asks, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth,” he 
probably was not alone in such an assessment.   

He asked this question to Philip, whom Jesus had called to follow him.  Philip was from 
Bethsaida, a more significant town on the coast of the Sea of Galilee.  He was excited about 
Jesus, as he was convinced that this man was one through whom the Hebrew scriptures 
would be fulfilled in the ways God was working through him.  He told his friend, Nathanael, 
about him, and perhaps, Nathanael asked about this unconventional rabbi’s resume.  To 
which, Philip responded, “Well he is the son of someone named Joseph from Nazareth.”  
Nathanael may have been someone who valued his time and determined ahead of meeting 
Jesus that this was someone to whom it made little sense to dedicate any time to.  He is the 
first skeptic specifically described in this gospel account.     

Nathanael scoffs, but he goes with Philip.  As they approach, Jesus says of Nathanael, “Here 
is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!”  Jesus is engaging in some humorous 
wordplay.  These men would have known that their ancestor Israel, formerly known as 
Jacob, was known as the ‘Deceiver’ because of the ways he tricked his brother, Esau and his 
father, Isaac.  But Jesus also comments that although he hasn’t yet met him, he knows him to 
be a person who is honest and direct, saying what he thinks, including his comment, “Can 
anything good come out of Nazareth?”  Jesus is not threatened by that and perhaps relishes 
the chance to disprove a negative stereotype.  He challenges Nathanael to consider that 
even though he was from Israel, that Jesus did not view him as deceitful.    

Nathanael is surprised that Jesus knows anything about him and asks, “Where did you come 
to know me?”  Jesus then demonstrated that he knew of Philip’s encounter with him even 
though he wasn’t there.  To Nathanael’s credit, he puts aside his skepticism and is willing to 
eat his words about where Jesus was from, when he realizes Jesus’ deep knowledge of him.  



He proclaims, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God!  You are the King of Israel!”  He responds to 
Nathanael, “Do you believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig tree?  You will see 
greater things than these.”   

Yes, Jesus was from nowhere-ville and Nathanael was from skeptics-ville, but it matters less 
where people are from and more about the direction in which they are oriented.  Jesus and 
told Philip, “Follow me.”  As he moved in the same direction Jesus went, he saw God 
fulfilling what had been promised in the scriptures.  When Nathanael had expressed his 
skepticism to Philip, the one who was following Jesus told him to come and see.  For 
whatever reason, Nathanael did.  He was willing to test out his doubts and he found faith in 
the process.    

Where we are from generally is beyond our choosing.  Even if we are coming from a place of 
despair or where we learned that vengeance was the way of life, even if we grew up in a 
home filled with racism or bitterness or indifference instead of love, Jesus says we don’t 
have to be bound by where we are from.  We can choose to be oriented in a different 
direction.  If we are willing to come and see, if we are willing to follow Jesus, we will be 
exposed to that which will challenge our predispositions.  He enables us to not be limited 
by where we have come from.  He makes it possible for us to be looking forward.      

I think this poem describes how we are to be oriented: 

Our mission is to plant ourselves at the gates of hope – 
not the prudent gates of Optimism, which are somewhat narrower; 
nor the stalwart, boring gates of Common Sense; 
nor the strident gates of Self-Righteousness, which creak on shrill and angry hinges (people 
cannot hear us there; they cannot pass through); 
nor the cheerful, flimsy garden gate of “Everything Is Gonna Be All Right.”  
 
But a different, sometimes lonely place, of truth-telling about your own soul first of all and 
its condition, the place of resistance and defiance, from which you see the world both as it is 
and as it could be, as it will be; 
 the place from which you glimpse not only struggle but joy in the struggle.  
 

And we stand there, beckoning and calling, telling people what we’re seeing, asking them 
what they see. 2 

When we orient ourselves at the gates of hope, as we look and move forward as followers of 
Jesus, we will discover that the place where we are now from is where God reigns.  And 
that’s quite a place to call ‘home.’   
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