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Nathaniel’s Story written by Sarah Ashton 

May the words of my mouth and the thoughts of my heart be always acceptable 

in your sight, O Lord. Amen 

Last week John spoke about Jesus’ Baptism and how the Holy Spirit calls us and 

helps us to act for God. 

The scene for today’s calling of Nathaniel is set by our Old Testament reading, 

where young Samuel is apprenticed to Eli the priest.  Eli is old and when Samuel 

hears his name called in the night he goes to Eli thinking Eli requires help.  

Three times this happens and then Eli tells Samuel that he must be hearing God, 

but that Samuel does not recognise God’s call.  Eli tells Samuel to return to his 

bed and if he hears the voice again to say ‘Speak Lord for your servant is 

listening’.  Samuel says these words and the events that follow lead to Samuel 

being recognised as a true prophet of God. 

Today’s Gospel reading is fairly short and tells how Jesus met Nathaniel and 

called him to be a disciple.  We don’t know much about Nathaniel as a person. 

The brothers Andrew and Simon Peter have already been called by Jesus and 

the next day, when Jesus moves on to Galilee, he finds Philip and calls him with 

the simple words ‘follow me’.  Philip would probably have known Simon Peter and 

Andrew as they were all from Bethsaida and they are all excited as they have 

found Jesus (or He has found them) and they recognise Him as the one that 

Moses wrote about in the Law, and that the prophets also wrote about; Jesus of 

Nazareth, the son of Joseph.  You can imagine their excitement and enthusiasm; 

their energy and conviction.  They would be bubbling over with this new turn in 

their lives.  Philip shares his new found faith in Jesus with Nathaniel who 

instantly puts a dampener on things with his sceptical comment: ‘Nazareth, can 

anything good come out of Nazareth?’  Nazareth was an obscure town and to be 

called a Nazarene meant to be despised.  It is thought by some scholars that 

this meaning is derived from predictions in the Old Testament that the Messiah 

would be despised, as in Isaiah (53 v3), and by association, the people of 

Nazareth were looked down on. 

 



This opinion is quickly revised by Nathaniel as he is encouraged by Philip to come 

and meet Jesus and Jesus, seeing Nathaniel approaching, says ‘Here is a true 

Israelite in whom nothing is false’.  Nathaniel is unsettled by this, as any of us 

would be.  How does somebody that you haven’t met know anything about you? 

So Nathaniel asks Jesus how He knows him.  Jesus confidently replies that he 

saw him whilst he was still under the fig tree, before Philip called him.  This 

links with the words from today’s Psalm, which is attributed to King David: ‘Oh 

Lord you have searched me and you know me, you know when I sit and when I 

rise, you know my thoughts from afar’.  

 Jesus recognises Nathaniel for the man that he is and Nathaniel’s response is 

to proclaim Jesus as the Son of God with the words: ‘Rabbi, you are the Son of 

God, you are the King of Israel’.  With just a sentence Nathaniel has turned 

from scorning comments to belief and praise.  Jesus acknowledges Nathaniel’s 

belief and promises that he shall see greater things and that he will see heaven 

open and the Angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.  This 

is a scene reminiscent of Jacob’s dream in the desert, marking Jesus out as 

God’s elected representative through who redemption will come to the world. 

Son of Man is Jesus’ term for Himself; no one else calls Him the Son of Man in 

the Gospels, but He uses it 81 times.  In the Book of Daniel, in the Old 

Testament, the Son of Man is pictured as a heavenly figure, who in the end 

times is entrusted by God with authority, glory and sovereign power, but as it 

says in Isaiah there is also the acknowledgement that He will suffer. 

At his calling, Nathaniel has made profound statements about Jesus and he 

becomes one of the 12 disciples according to John.  He clearly stayed a faithful 

member of the 12 but we have only one other mention of him in the Gospel and 

that is when the risen Jesus appeared to the disciples by the Sea of Tiberias 

when they had failed to catch any fish overnight, but when Jesus calls to them 

to cast the net on the other side of the boat it is overloaded. 

Looking at the story of Nathaniel, I see a man who moved from a sceptical 

position to one who had great faith, but what we don’t know is what he did with 

that faith. 

 



For a few minutes now I would like to talk about a story that has moved me over 

the last few months and I know that others in the church have been moved too. 

Many of you will have seen the news item about the two men who were giving out 

food and clothes to the poor of Burnley. I want to look at the back story of 

Pastor Mike who now works with Church on the Street Ministries.  Today we see 

a man who is dedicated to giving love and care to those in need.  This is not how 

Mike has always been.  He used to be a drug dealer and enforcer.  This next 

passage is taken from a BBC article 

It was 10am, in a rough industrial area, far away from his home county of 
Lancashire.  Mick Fleming, in his early 40s, was waiting outside a gym for someone 
to emerge.  Mick was in a stolen car - a dark blue Vauxhall Cavalier - with the engine 
running. This was going to have to be quick. 
 
"There was no sun, it was a dull dark day, I knew his routine, everything about him," 
he says. "He was another drug dealer, just like me." 
 
Mick was a well-established underworld fixer in the North West of England.  He was 
the man others would ring to clear drug debts, and by the time he got the call it 
meant someone was heavily in debt to equally dangerous people.  They were about 
to get hurt, and badly. 
 
"My gun was in a plastic carrier bag, on the passenger seat, wrapped tight. You 
could see the shape of the gun, no DNA or prints would be left behind. Six bullets, 
spring loaded, it never fails." 
 
He didn't have to wait long. 
 
"I watched him walk out of the gym. But this time was different. He had two kids with 
him, two young children, blonde girls, around five years old. 
 
"I got out of the car, and walked, my hand reaching into the plastic. But then I looked 
again at the children, again at their faces, their blonde hair, innocent kids. Then it 
happened." 
 
Mick describes in detail seeing a blinding light coming from one of the children's 
hands. 
 
"It was white, brilliant white. For 15 seconds I couldn't see," he says. "It was like 
looking into the sun and I was paralysed by it." 
 
Mick doesn't know what really happened to him that day, but one thing he is certain 
of - this was the moment that changed his life forever. 
 
"I collapsed, then struggled back to the car.  I felt sick, I was shaking, sweating, heart 
beating fast. I could hear my pulse as if it was in my head. I didn't know what was 
happening to me." 



And then, he says, he pleaded with God to help him. But nothing happened.  The 
only thing piercing the silence, he says, was Johnny Cash randomly playing on the 
radio. The song was Man in Black.  "I wear the black in mournin' for the lives that could 

have been," Cash sang. 
 
"I felt like I was the Man in Black. By this point in my life, I had been arrested for 
attempted murder, kidnapping, firearms offences.  I wanted to die, I'd had enough." 
Mick took the gun, pressed it to his chin, still wrapped in plastic, and pulled the 
trigger.  It didn't fire. 
 
"I broke down, the tears would not stop falling, and I started to feel sick again. I was 
retching and I punched and smashed the car radio, my hand started to bleed.  In that 
moment I was seeing myself for who I really was. I hadn't cried for nearly 30 years. 
The last time I cried like this was when I was 11 years old.  Sitting in that car it was 
like I was crying for him, that child, the boy I was, and the life I could have had."  
Mick was suffering a complete breakdown, his violent past catching up with him, the 
end of decades of pain. 
 

Mike had an unremarkable childhood with two parents, strict discipline and 

enforced church attendance.  Everything changed for him when he was 11 and he 

was sexually abused by a stranger on his way to school.  As he started to tell his 

mum what had happened, his dad burst into the house and said that his 20 year 

old sister had died of a heart attack as he was taking her to hospital.  Mike kept 

his news to himself. 

 

By the age of 14 he was a drug dealer, user and a debt collector for the 

underworld.  He lost friends to drugs and had attempts made on his own life.  

He had money but he wasn’t happy.  Later he married and had 3 children, who 

his mum brought up to stop Social Services being involved.   

 

It was in 2009 that the incident I recounted earlier happened and within 24 

hours Mike was sectioned and in a secure psychiatric unit.  He arrived with 

nothing, but the other patients would share with him, which made him feel loved 

and then he met a pastor who visited regularly.  After prayer and talking he 

began to feel emotions again and hope.  He then did a degree in theology, which 

wasn’t easy with his poor education, but he achieved a 2:1.  He has totally 

renounced drink and drugs.  He says that the charitable work that he does 

today is not a penance but a privilege and a glorious thing.  He is now at peace 

with what happened to him in his childhood.  Ten years ago he befriended and 

cared for an alcoholic on the street; he helped him become sober and reunited 

him with his family.  The man died two years later but Mike told nobody, at the 

time, that this was his childhood abuser and by helping him he found peace. 

 



This account of part of Pastor Mike’s life is nothing like Nathaniel’s life or call 

but God calls us all in very different ways.  Whenever and however we receive 

our call from Jesus, it will take great faith on our part and perhaps even more 

importantly great energy and determination, assisted by the Holy Spirit, to put 

that faith into action to help those who are not as fortunate as we are. 

 

Points for reflection 

What can I do to strengthen my faith that like Nathaniel I may know Jesus as 

God’s Son? 

 

How can I take my faith out into the community to do the work of Jesus there?  

 


