
Sermon 01/17/2021: Following from Dark Places 

As we continue our sermon series “Following Jesus,” we will hear today 

about our journey with Jesus as followers and disciples in the midst of dark places. 

The reality is that even as followers and disciples of Jesus we often do not 

recognize how God is present and working in our lives. Darkness within the 

biblical context can mean different things. It is expressed in respect to the passage 

of time in respect to night and day, it is referenced in respect to a person’s spiritual 

condition or the result of sin in their lives resulting in separation from God. 

However, today I want to approach darkness from another perspective, one that 

addresses our inability to sometimes see what God is doing in our lives. 

Many years ago, when my daughters were very young, we took a trip 

to Niagara Falls. During the second day there we visited the amusement park 

perched at the top of Clifton Hill. Loving a good scare, we thought a visit to 

“Franken’s House of Horror” would be fun. Three-quarters of the way through the 

house the lights went completely dark which was followed by shrieks and cries, 

grabbing and pulling as my daughters climbed up my body and into my arms. I 

believe they thought I knew the way out. I did not, but as I held all three girls, my 

wife and I extended our arms until we eventually found our way out of the 

darkness. I remember thinking afterward how happy I was that my daughters, in 

the midst of their fear and uncertainty, felt that as their father I would save them 

from the darkness. In a way, they were just following me in the darkness until they 

were safe. 

In the Gospel of John, we find that Jesus calls Andrew, Peter, and Phillip to 

be his followers.  They had no real reason to do so, but they did become his 

followers. Phillip was from Bethsaida which was considered an evil city. Looking 

at our text today, we find that Jesus decides to travel to Galilee. When he arrives, 



Jesus finds Phillip and he simply says to him, “Follow me.”  What is amazing is 

that for some reason Phillip, instead of staying with Jesus, leaves to find his friend 

Nathanael. Perhaps Phillip is so excited about following Jesus that he declares to 

his buddy Nathanael that they had found “…him about whom Moses in the law and 

also the prophets wrote, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.” What we see in 

Nathanael’s responses to Phillip and Jesus shows us that Nathanael was in the dark 

about the activity of God in his life. 

Nazareth was a place of bad reputation and Nathanael asks Phillip, “Can 

anything good come from Nazareth?” I think his cutting comment comes more 

from caution than bias or fear. He would have known that the “great good thing, 

the Messiah” was recorded in the law of Moses to come out of Judah. So, I believe 

that he would naturally have been skeptical. We should remember that he would 

not have known Jesus was born in Bethlehem.  Nathanael gets a gracious invitation 

to “come and see” but the real problem is that he does not seem to believe that 

there is any real benefit for him to go with Phillip. After all, he did not believe that 

this Jesus could be the Messiah. 

Maybe Nathanael was busy doing daily stuff and did not care to be bothered. 

He was not about to leave his responsibilities for this supposed, most likely false, 

Messiah. Have you ever been telling one friend about this great new person you 

have met, and all you do is tell them the positive attributes of that person hoping 

that if you do, they will want to know that person also? Not Phillip, he simply 

responds to Nathanael’s remark with a simple “Come and see.” Some say that 

Phillip’s lack of explanation to Nathanael about Jesus was due to his ignorance as a 

new believer. However, I think he was so astonished by Jesus that he was at a loss 

for words and just wanted his friend to go with him and experience Jesus for 

himself; that if he did, he would understand.  



However, Nathanael has no real conception that God is working in his life; 

that there is more to be experienced than his studied and practiced religious 

traditions. In a sense, Nathanael is living in darkness to the reality of God working 

in his life. He does not realize how God is working in his life before this invitation 

from Phillip, and at first, even with his interactions with Jesus.  

Eventually, Nathanael does decide to go with Phillip. When Jesus sees him, 

we get a five-verse discourse between them that awakens Nathanael’s mind to the 

reality of God’s providence and presence in his life. What we see is that Jesus 

knew everything about Nathanael before meeting him in person. 

When Jesus sees Nathanael, he shouts, “Here is an Israelite in whom there is 

no deceit.” Jesus is proclaiming that Nathanael is everything an Israelite should or 

could be as a faithful believer in God. We know that he was faithful in his waiting 

for the Messiah and was straight forward in his speech and actions. Nathanael 

responds to Jesus with, “Where did you get to know me?” If someone you did not 

know approached you and spoke to your great qualities, I would think you would 

also wonder how that person knows you. Jesus, in turn, lets Nathanael know he has 

known him before their meeting; that he saw him under the fig tree before Phillip 

called him to go and meet Jesus.  

This is the point where Nathanael leaves the darkness and is illumined to the 

reality of Jesus and that God was at work in his life even when he was unaware. 

Nathanael was literally and spiritually under the fig tree. In Palestine, the fig tree 

stood for peace, security, rest, and worship, and often people would seek solitude 

and worship under fig trees. So, in telling Nathanael that he knew him when he 

was under the fig tree, Jesus meant he knew Nathanael literally and spiritually; that 

God had been with him at all times, even when Nathanael did not know. In all his 

trouble and trials, in his worship and contemplation under the “fig tree,” God had 



been present. What a glorious jolt of reality it must have been for Nathanael as he 

realized his God was always present! 

By Nathanael’s response, we see he is no longer in the dark about God's 

presence in his life as he proclaims Jesus as the Son of God and King of Israel. It 

seems like a sudden and quick reversal from Nathanael going from stating “nothing 

good comes out of Nazareth” to “you are the Son of God and King of Israel.” In 

reality, it shows the quick realization of what Nathanael knew in his heart, that God 

was present and active in his life. That is why he was able to quickly and easily 

change his position and stance towards Jesus. Because he was already a believer in 

God. Nathanael could now see God had been present under this fig tree with him, 

and his heart and mind were enlightened. Now that he is no longer following from 

a darkened or obscured point of reality, he would see far greater things. Jesus was 

telling Nathanael that now he would be able to see greater things like the heavens 

opening, angels singing, and Jesus being proclaimed as the Son of Man. 

Nathaniel’s spiritual eyes have been opened and he no longer was walking in 

spiritual darkness. 

Just like Nathanael, we are people of God. We also seek to know 

God’s will and strive to be faithful disciples of Christ. We read the scriptures and 

pray. We sometimes even fast and love others as we love ourselves. However, the 

reality is that, like Nathanael, we too can be doing all the correct things, following 

God faithfully, and still be in the dark in respect to how God is working in our 

lives. Psalm 103:7 tells us that God made his ways known to Moses. God will in 

his own time reveal his ways to us just as he did to Nathanael in our text today. If 

God’s ways are to be revealed, we can extrapolate that in some ways, either 

because we are not spiritually mature, or God is not ready for us to know, that we 



are sometimes following God in faith from dark places. Simply meaning that we do 

not always know God’s will and plans. 

One of the most agonizing realities for a believer is to have experienced the 

work of God in their life and then feel as if God has left them or is no longer 

present with them. This last year seems to have been one giant journey of darkness. 

A pandemic that seems relentless, political strife and corruption that seems to have 

no resolution, and the sad loss of human connections. It has been easy to feel that 

God is gone; that like Tom Hanks in Cast Away, we are left alone, even as faithful 

believers, to save ourselves. 

Have you found yourself under the fig tree like Nathanael? Have you taken 

the time to contemplate the ways of God? Where are you today? Was last night 

restful or do you find yourself sleep deprived this morning? Are you worried about 

things over which you have no control? Nathaniel attempted to refuse Phillip’s 

invitation to meet Jesus, and I am sure he had troubles and trials of his own that 

seemed to take precedence over someone making false claims of being the 

Messiah. He was following God but his mind and heart, in some ways, were in the 

dark as to how God was operating in his life. Just like Nathanael, we can know our 

lives are right on track concerning our faith, and everything is perfect and good 

even in times of chaos and trials. Luke 12:28 states “But if God so clothes the 

grass, which is alive in the field today, and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, how 

much more will he clothe you, oh ye of little faith.” Psalm 48:14 states “For this 

God is our God for ever and ever: he will be our guide even unto death.” These are 

but two examples that confirm how God cares for us.  

Do you remember how Nathanael changed quickly from dismissing who 

Jesus was to proclaiming him the Son of God and King of Israel? Nathanael was a 

faithful and religious man. However, in a way, he was following God from dark 



places. He did not understand that God was working in his life, and when he did 

finally grasp the reality of who Jesus was, he was able to see even more, he was no 

longer in the dark. We have to allow ourselves to admit that even as we are faithful 

and devoted Christians; that even as our hearts and minds are fixed on God, we 

sometimes walk in darkness not understanding or knowing how God is working in 

our lives. The trick, like Nathanael, is that as believers we will recognize the 

mighty works of God in our lives when they happen and then we, too, can sing our 

praises to a just and faithful God. 

The escape from the dark haunted house only took a few minutes. As we 

pushed through the exit door my daughters seemed to somehow have an epiphany 

and realized that they had, in reality, been safe the whole time. They dislodged 

themselves from my arms and ran down the sidewalk. It’s that way with God and 

us; that even when we are not aware of God working in our lives, we can rest 

assured of his presence in the dark. 

Praises, honor, and glory to the God that is faithful even in our places of 

darkness.  

Amen 

 

 

 

 


