EPIPHANY 2, B – January 17, 2021
SCRIPTURES: 1 Samuel 3:1-20; 1 Cor. 6:12-20; John 1:43-51

“Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” John 1:51 
We are entering a time of new leadership in our country. Recently elected members of Congress are assuming their duties, and on Wednesday Joe Biden will be sworn in as our next President. Now, we all know the turmoil that has been roiling our country over the past few months. But, what God expects of us, His people, is clear:
Titus 3:1-2 – “Remind the people to be submissive to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for every good work, to speak evil of no one, to avoid quarreling, to be gentle, and to show perfect courtesy toward all people.”

1 Tim. 2:1-4 – “I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all people, for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and dignified in every way. This is good, and it is pleasing in the sight of God our Savior, who desires all people to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.”

Do these things, and you will model good citizenship! Your God and Savior expects no less of you.

Interestingly, our Scriptures for today speak of new leadership for God’s people. In the Old Testament reading, God appears to Samuel and tells him that He is going to punish and remove Eli and his sons, who were the chief priests of Israel. Why? Because Eli, the high priest, knew that “his sons were blaspheming God,” – boy, were they; they were stealing from the sacrifices the people brought, and even sleeping with women who served at God’s temple! – “and he did not restrain them.” Such obvious, and ongoing, sins of God’s priests made it seem to the people as if God was not among them in mercy and did not care! He did care, however. His removal and judgment of Eli and his sons and raising up of Samuel would show this.
Then, in our Gospel reading we hear of Jesus calling Philip and Nathanael. Ultimately, He made them, not just His followers, but His apostles: the leaders and first pastors of the new kingdom of God that He was establishing. He had to start anew, for Israel’s current leaders, the priests and Scribes and Pharisees, had corrupted the ministry of God. Again, as with Eli and his sons centuries before, they did not proclaim that God was among His people in mercy as their Savior. No, their primary emphasis was upon God as the rewarder of the obedient and the punisher of the disobedient. Jesus rejected that teaching, and showed this by who He called as His closest disciples. None of His 12 disciples had been a priest or Scribe or Pharisee. He raised up a new Ministry to lead God’s people. Jesus called and trained men who were no different from anyone else, neither by profession nor by behavior. Common men and common sinners: those were Christ’s 12 apostles.
Now: what does this mini history lesson have to do with Christ’s Church today? With you? Well, Christ’s Church – gathered into individual congregations like ours – is still led by pastors. What does Jesus do through them, and what does this mean for you?
Consider what Jesus told Nathanael: “Truly, truly, I say to you, you will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” When did he see this? When did anyone see this?

Well, a multitude of angels descended to announce the birth of Jesus and praise God for Him… but, only a group of simple shepherds saw and heard them. The heavens were opened at Jesus’ baptism and the Father and the Holy Spirit testified to Him… but only John the Baptist was aware of this. Throughout Jesus’ ministry Nathanael and Philip surely saw and experienced incredible things, great miracles… but only once did they see heaven open to Him and angels descend. This was on His last day with them, 40 days after His death and resurrection. Jesus commanded His apostles to go forth and make disciples of all nations by baptizing and teaching, and then He ascended into heaven. Two angels then appeared and told them He would return in the same way. So: is this what Jesus was referring to… a one-time-only event?

No. You see, Jesus often used “seeing” as a metaphor for faith: “Ah! I see! I get it!” As they heard Jesus teach God’s Word, Nathanael’s and Philip’s and the other disciples’ eyes were more and more opened. They began to see Jesus as the focus of heaven and the angels; indeed, as God Himself and heaven itself among them! Jesus was the Lord whom Jacob saw in a dream, standing beside a stairway upon which God’s angels were ascending and descending (Gen. 28:11-17). He alluded to this in His first conversation with Nathanael. Jesus was the holy God who appeared to Abraham and spoke with him (Gen. 17, 18, 22). He declared this when He said, “Abraham rejoiced that he would see my day. He saw it and was glad. [For] before Abraham was, I Am.” (John 8:56, 58). He was the Lord who spoke with Moses in a burning bush on Mt. Sinai (Ex. 3), and from the Ark of the Covenant in the temple (Num. 12:5-8)… who came and stood before the young Samuel in the temple and spoke with him. He was the Lord who appeared in human form and shining in glory to Isaiah (Is. 6)… to Ezekiel (1:26-27)… to Daniel (7:13-14)… to Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in the fiery furnace (Dan. 3:19-25). Jesus is the eternal Word of God, made flesh by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mary. Nathanael and the other apostles came to see this as Jesus taught the Scriptures, and they came to realize that, whenever the Word of God is proclaimed as Jesus proclaimed it – when God is declared to be a merciful Savior who comes down to sinners; a God who comes to the unworthy and calls them to follow Him and be changed by Him – then Jesus the Lord is truly among us in grace and mercy. He is calling us to follow Him as our God and Savior.
This is the message that Nathanael and the other apostles went forth to proclaim, and that faithful pastors to this day proclaim. Jesus… God in flesh, come in mercy to call sinners to Himself and rescue them… He is with you. See this and rejoice in this!  He is literally standing before you and speaking to you through the Ministry of God’s Word! He is with you when you are in the hospital and facing surgery… with you when you are sick and afraid… with you when you are weak in spirit and confronted by temptations to sexual immorality and other sins. His Word can then comfort you and strengthen you because it is Jesus, your always merciful Savior, with you and speaking to you! As your pastor speaks His Word to you and prays with you, Jesus Himself comes to you.
This is what the Ministry, the work of a pastor, is all about: bringing Jesus to you. Seek out and don’t let go of such a pastor who by the teaching of Jesus brings such a ministry to you! I say this because we live in a day of travel and a day of choices. A multitude of churches are available to you. Countless pastors can be heard from pulpits, over the internet, and on TV. Now, a nice smile… a warm personality… a comforting presence… such things are very appealing. Perhaps Eli, the High Priest whom Samuel served, had them. But, none of those things bring your God and Savior.
The Word of God, rightly taught… proclaimed as the voice of the almighty God –

· The God who, yes, sees sin; and, because He is a holy and just God, will condemn those who do not turn from it, even if they are priests or prophets or Presidents;
· And yet above all forgives every sin of those who turn from it and follow Him, for Jesus bought them with the price of His blood, shed on the cross for them;

this Word brings Jesus. Receiving it and believing it, you are made a “member of Christ…” Your body becomes “a temple of the Holy Spirit.” Glorify God by receiving this Word of God, this Jesus, in your ears by hearing it… in your eyes by reading it… in your mind by learning it… in your heart by believing it… and in your body by following it. And you, like Nathanael, “will see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” In the name of Jesus, the eternal Word made flesh. Amen.
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