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B. The Disciples  (1:35-51) 

 

Like waves in a pond emanating from a stone hitting the water, Jesus disclosed Himself to Israel 

in ever-widening circles. As part of “fulfilling all righteousness,” Jesus presented Himself first to 

John the Baptist who was the forerunner ordained by Yahweh to prepare Israel for His theophany 

in His Messiah-King. After baptizing Jesus, seeing the Spirit descend upon Him and hearing 

God’s voice declare Him to be His beloved Son, John immediately began proclaiming Jesus as 

the long-awaited Messiah (1:34). This “good news” of the in-breaking kingdom spread rapidly 

throughout Galilee and Judea, soon reaching even the ears of Israel’s rulers in Jerusalem. 

 

For His part, Jesus departed from His baptism into the wilderness to be tested in accordance with 

His Father’s pronouncement. Forty days later, and vindicated as Yahweh’s beloved Son (and so 

the fulfillment of failed Israel), Jesus returned to Galilee to begin His work of testifying to and 

inaugurating His Father’s kingdom. It’s uncertain whether He first returned to John at the Jordan 

or came to visit him at a later time (cf. Luke 4:14-15). But it was during that second visit that 

Jesus began expanding His self-presentation by calling His first disciples. 

  

1. The first two men Jesus called were disciples of John the Baptist. They hadn’t simply 

come to John to be baptized, but had remained with him to serve in his work and learn 

from him. As John’s disciples, they’d have heard much about this man Jesus whom their 

master insisted was Israel’s Messiah. We don’t know whether they were present at Jesus’ 

baptism; John recorded only that, when the Baptist pointed out Jesus to them, these 

disciples immediately set out after Him (1:35-37). When they heard John proclaim Him 

to be the Lamb of God, they knew exactly what he was implying. 

 

 Interestingly, John identified only one of these two men, namely Andrew, the brother of 

Simon Peter (v. 40). Many scholars believe that John was himself the unnamed disciple, 

citing as support the fact that he never referred to himself by name anywhere in his 

account. (Many, if not most, scholars believe that John used the expression, “the disciple 

whom Jesus loved,” to refer to himself – ref. 13:23, 20:2, 21:7, 20). 

 

 Jesus took note that Andrew and his companion were following Him and He turned and 

asked them what they were anticipating or hoping for in coming to Him (“What do you 

seek?”). They responded, “Teacher, where are You staying?” There may have been 

more to their response than this one question; even so, John believed it captured the 

essence of their answer back to Jesus: What they sought was time with Him. If He was 

indeed the Messiah, He was sent by Yahweh in His name and power as His deliverer, 

prophet and teacher (cf. Isaiah 50:4, 59:21, 61:1-3; Ezekiel 34:23-31, 37:21-28; also 

Zechariah 9:9-10). Nothing, then, could be more important than learning of Him and 

from Him. Andrew and his fellow didn’t know what would come of this encounter; all 

they knew was that they needed to be with this man. 

 

2. The two men spent the rest of the day with Jesus (likely in Bethany – ref. 1:28), and when 

they departed from Him, Andrew went straightaway to find his brother Simon. Having 

listened to Jesus for many hours, Andrew had absolutely no doubt that He was Israel’s 

Messiah and he couldn’t wait to share the good news with his brother (v. 41).  
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 Simon was doubtless skeptical of Andrew’s claim; this man Jesus was not the first person 

to arise in Israel claiming to be the Messiah and gathering a following. But, to whatever 

degree he questioned his brother’s conviction, Simon was curious enough to go with 

Andrew to meet Jesus. Interestingly, John chose to record nothing of that encounter 

except for Jesus giving to Simon the new name Cephas (v. 42). The significance of this 

name wouldn’t become evident for some time (ref. Matthew 16:13-19; cf. also John 

21:15-17 with Luke 22:31-32), but this act of renaming highlights at least three things:  

 

1) First, Hebrew names express something about the named entity, so that a change 

of name implies a change of identity, status, role, etc. (cf. Isaiah 62:1-2; 

Revelation 2:17, 3:12). 

 

2) Secondly, Jesus had the authority to effect such a change. By renaming him, Jesus 

was indicating to Simon that he was henceforth a different man accountable to a 

different father and a different calling. What Jesus was here implying became 

explicit when, some days later, He called Peter and Andrew away from their 

homes, family and livelihood to become “fishers of men” (ref. Matthew 4:18-20).  

 

3) In terms of the scriptural pattern, renaming a person typically carries prophetic 

significance: On the one hand, it indicates that the person is to play a significant 

role in the outworking of God’s purposes; on the other, it provides insight into the 

role itself (ref. Genesis 17:1-6, 15-16, 32:24-28; Numbers 13:16; 2 Samuel 12:24-

25; cf. also Jeremiah 23:5-6 with 33:15-16 and Hosea 1:6-9 with 2:23). 

 

Simon, the impetuous son of John, was to become a rock with respect to Jesus’ designs 

and the community He would form around Himself. Thus Simon’s encounter with Jesus 

left him forever changed; he had come as a skeptic to meet this supposed Messiah and 

Jesus had proved His identity by giving him a new identity: By His will and power, 

Simon was now Peter: a new man set upon a new path and with a new purpose. And what 

was true for Simon is true for all who have a living encounter with the Messiah. John 

knew it to be true of himself and he wanted the same for his readers (ref. 20:30-31).  

 

3. The next day Jesus determined to leave the Jordan and return into Galilee. John recorded 

that, in connection with His departure, Jesus encountered a man named Philip and called 

him to be one of His disciples (vv. 43-44). It’s unclear whether this happened while He 

was still in Bethany or at some point in His journey. Since Philip was from Bethsaida, it 

may be that Jesus traveled to this town on the north shore of the Sea of Galilee (ref. Mark 

6:45) and met Philip there. This finds some plausible support in Matthew’s account, for 

Peter and Andrew were also from Bethsaida and Matthew recorded that Jesus called them 

to leave their nets and follow Him while He was walking along the seashore. Bethsaida 

was a coastal town and it’s not unlikely that Peter and Andrew were fishing near their 

home when Jesus approached them. (Matthew’s account has Jesus also calling John (the 

gospel writer) and his brother James in the same vicinity (4:21-22). Assuming that John 

was indeed the unnamed second disciple of 1:35ff, it seems that he, along with Peter and 

Andrew, returned to his home (likely in or near Bethsaida) and occupation after his first 

encounter with Jesus in Bethany; cf. Luke 5:1-10, esp. v. 10.) 
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4. After his encounter with Jesus, Philip went and found his friend Nathanael 

(Bartholomew). As Andrew had with Simon, Philip told Nathanael that he had met the 

Messiah. Andrew used this title, but Philip indirectly identified Jesus as the Messiah by 

describing Him as the One whom Moses and the Prophets wrote about (v. 45). 

 

a. Nathanael knew exactly what Philip was claiming about Jesus and he responded 

with the cynical retort, “Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?” This 

response perhaps reflected a rivalry which existed between Nazareth and the 

nearby town of Cana where Nathanael was from (21:2). Some even argue that this 

expression was likely a local proverb used by the people of Cana. But even if that 

was the case, the context indicates that Nathanael was speaking based on his 

knowledge of the Scriptures; he knew that Nazareth was nowhere mentioned in 

relation to the Messiah or, for that matter, any of Yahweh’s prophets (cf. 7:45-52 

and Matthew 2:1-6). In fact, Israel’s Scriptures didn’t mention Nazareth at all. 

 

b. Nathanael’s retort didn’t in any way dissuade Philip; he replied to his friend that 

he needed to come and meet Jesus and see for himself. As they approached, Jesus 

took note of Nathanael and declared, “Behold, an Israelite indeed, in whom is no 

guile” (v. 47). The two friends were close enough to hear and Nathanael 

responded by asking Jesus how He knew him. Jesus’ reply must have startled both 

men: His assessment of Nathanael didn’t result from observing him as he 

approached; He saw him before Philip even went to him (v. 48). Though Jesus 

had seen Nathanael sitting under a tree, His knowledge of him wasn’t gained by 

visual observation; no one can look at a man and know that he is free of deceit 

and treachery. The very nature of those qualities has them lurking behind a veneer 

of decency and integrity. Declaring a person free of guile requires close personal 

interaction, careful observation and wise judgment. Yet here was a complete 

stranger claiming to have such an insight. Many want to focus on Nathanael and 

what it means that he was a guileless man; the more important issue is the fact 

that Jesus knew him to be such a man without having met him. 

 

c. Nathanael certainly understood the significance of Jesus’ words. And being the 

sort of man Jesus described – a man of integrity bound over to truth, this guileless 

Israelite was compelled to acknowledge and declare that this One standing before 

him was indeed the Messiah: the Son of God and King of Israel (v. 49). By this  

account John added yet another layer to his introduction of Jesus:  

 

- He is the incarnate Logos and the Isaianic Servant (1:14-18) – the One 

whose coming is Yahweh’s promised theophany; so He is the Servant-

Lamb who gives Himself as a sacrifice for the world (1:29; Isaiah 53). 

 

- And as Yahweh’s Servant, He is the prophesied Man of the Spirit 

prefigured in the Lord’s prophets and kings – especially David, Yahweh’s 

chosen ruler and man after His own heart (1 Samuel 13:14, 16:13). So, by 

the power of the Spirit, Jesus is the promised liberator and restorer of 

Yahweh’s people and habitation (Isaiah 61:1-4; Luke 4:16-21). 
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- All of these things show Him to be the promised Messiah, an affirmation 

which John made explicit through the mouths of witnesses. And if He is 

the Messiah, then He is the King of Israel – the Son of David and Son of 

God (2 Samuel 7; Isaiah 9:1-8, 11:1ff; Jeremiah 23:1-8; Ezekiel 34:1-24, 

37:21-28; Hosea 3; Amos 9:11-15; Zechariah 3, 6:9-15). 

 

d. John used various witnesses and titles and descriptions to affirm that Jesus of 

Nazareth is the Messiah. But he closed out this section with one final witness – 

Jesus Himself. Nathanael was stunned at Jesus’ insight and instantly concluded 

that Philip was right. Jesus responded that what he had experienced was nothing; 

he would see far greater things. Jesus’ words convinced Nathanael that He was 

Yahweh’s Messiah; the things he – and all the disciples – would later witness 

would show him just what that meant for Israel and the world (v. 51). 

 

 Jesus’ statement was a clear reference to Jacob’s experience at Bethel as he was 

departing Canaan for Haran (Genesis 28). As he slept, he saw in a dream a 

staircase with God’s angels ascending and descending upon it. This dream came 

to Jacob along with the revelation that Yahweh isn’t a deity like those envisioned 

by the nations, confined to a certain land; He is the God of men, not countries or 

locations (28:10-15). And He is the God of men within the framework of His 

covenant with Abraham (28:13): Yahweh had covenanted with Abraham to be his 

God and the God of his descendents – descendents to be drawn from every tribe, 

tongue, nation and people (ref. again Genesis 17:1-7) – and Jacob was to play a 

critical role in that outcome as Israel’s progenitor (cf. Genesis 28:13-14, 32:22ff). 

 

 After he awoke Jacob named that place Bethel – house of God – expressing the 

fact that it was, at that moment, the place where heaven and earth converged. 

Now, Jesus was claiming that distinction for Himself (“Truly, truly, I say to 

you”): Bethel had found its fulfillment in Him; He, the incarnate Logos (1:1) and 

Son of Man (Luke 3:23-38; cf. also John 3:13, 6:27, 32-33, 53; Daniel 7:9-14) 

was Himself the conjunction of heaven and earth. (The reading, “henceforth you 

will see…” isn’t found in many manuscripts, but it expresses the sense conveyed 

by John’s grammar in the statement). John understood exactly what Jesus was 

saying and so included His words as further substantiation that He had come into 

the world as the true Sanctuary – the earthly habitation to which Yahweh returned 

and in which He tabernacled among men (1:14, cf. also 2:13-21, 4:19-24).  

 

 Reading Jesus’ words in the light of the Bethel episode and its contribution to the 

unfolding salvation history guards against the common tendency to seek a literal 

fulfillment of them. This approach distracts the reader with such questions as how 

angels can ascend and descend upon a human being and what occurrence(s) or 

circumstance(s) in His life Jesus was referring to. The confusion is compounded 

by the fact that none of the gospel accounts records such a phenomenon in Jesus’ 

life with His disciples. Jesus was drawing on the imagery of Genesis 28 to assert 

the truths that the heavenly and earthly realms are conjoined in Him and He is the 

point of mediation and ministration of God’s will and power on earth. 


