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In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of the 
Holy Spirit. Amen. Amen. Recently I was reading a letter 
written almost seventy years ago by Dr. Herman Sasse of 
sacred memory, a Lutheran pastor and professor from 
Germany, who, at the time he wrote it, was living in Aus-
tralia. In that letter Sasse was lamenting the lack of mis-
sionary zeal that existed among certain world Church bod-
ies. He wrote: “These churches indeed have no more mis-
sion vigor because they have, at least in our continent, no 
more doctrine.” That’s quite a connection Dr. Sasse makes 
– the connection between doctrine on the one hand, and on 
the other hand, a burning desire to actually tell others 
about Jesus so that they might be saved. 

During my time here at Trinity as your pastor, I think 
I’ve delivered some pretty clear sermons on Christian doc-
trine – which is to say, about the teachings of the Bible – 
and I suspect that’s what many of you expect. But interest-
ingly enough, at the Seminary there were actually some 
who cautioned us that we ought not stress doctrine all that 
much in our preaching – that we ought to stick to teaching 
“simple things” – that we should never allow ourselves to 
get too far out into the weeds – that we ought never put 
forth too many “hard to grasp” arguments or concepts. 
“Bear in mind, young pastor,” they’d say, “doctrine just 
makes peoples’ eyes glaze over! All they’re really inter-
ested in is knowing Jesus loves them.” 

I have to tell you that I really don’t want to believe 
that. I have a difficult time swallowing the idea that Chris-
tians don’t want to learn as much as they can about their 
faith. After all, when a person is suffering from some seri-
ous medical condition, isn’t it natural for them to seek as 
much knowledge about their illness as they can find? They 
might meet with doctors, ask questions, read literature, 
and even become comfortable with the technical words 
and phrases pertaining to their situation. Words like “anes-
thesiology” and “echocardiogram” soon quickly and easily 
fall from their tongues – and news of both condition and 
treatment are often willingly shared with any and all who 
might inquire of them, asking: “How are you doing?” 

Does it not then also seem appropriate that we who 
have come to realize the deadly condition of sin in our 
lives would be equally zealous to learn all we can – not 
only about our condition under the Law, but also about the 
cure that comes through Jesus’ blood and righteousness – 
and how He deigns to give it to us? That’s why I find it so 
difficult to believe that Christians don’t really want to 
learn as much as they can about their Christian faith. It 
ought to be in our nature as Christians to hunger and thirst 
after God’s Word – to learn about it more and more – and 
to know it as thoroughly and as completely as we can. 

But when I look at Sunday School attendance here and 
throughout the Church, I have to admit that there’ve been 
many times when I’ve wondered if perhaps I might have 
been wrong in my assessment of the situation. Maybe – 
just maybe – most Christians actually don’t desire to learn 
as much as they can about their faith. Out of all the mem-
bers of this congregation and others, I find it interesting 
that we’re tickled when only 40% of our members are in 
worship and 10% or less are in Sunday School and Bible 
Class. And the sad fact is that our numbers are actually 
higher than the same statistics in a vast majority of other 
Lutheran congregations! 

What price are we going to pay one day for neglecting 
our Christian education? What will we one day have to 
suffer as a congregation and Church for not being careful 
and diligent in our own studies – and in our own ongoing 
instruction in the faith? The answers to these questions are 
chilling. Matthew 7 tells us that without a firm foundation 
in God’s Word, the house of faith will fall. Children who 
don’t well know the Word – or who haven’t been taught it 
conscientiously by their parents and others in authority 
over them – will one day likely become adults who don’t 
know or have any interest in the Word. And as they grow 
older, they’ll probably be unable to distinguish between 
good, faithful preaching and falsehood. They won’t be 
able to guard themselves against the dangers of false 
teachers who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, 
even denying the sovereign Lord who bought them. 

Another result of not being well-trained in the Chris-
tian faith is that eventually such people will cease being 
concerned about the weighty matters of sin, unbelief, re-
pentance and forgiveness. And if it goes on long enough – 
and becomes widespread enough – it won’t be long before 
the Church will simply become that place where we toler-
ate one another’s gross, unrepentant sins – thinking per-
haps that if we don’t say anything to our neighbor about 
their sin, they won’t say anything to us about ours. Then 
Church will simply be a place where God’s Word is no 
longer known nor understood – a place where the Word of 
God is rejected. It’ll be the Church against which Her-
mann Sasse warned – a Church which no longer has any 
mission vigor because there’s nothing to have any mission 
vigor for. Whatever love such a faith might have had for 
the unsaved of the world will be lost. Whatever money 
may have previously given to further the preaching of the 
Gospel throughout the world will dwindle and dry up. And 
all of this will have happened because – as Jesus spoke 
about in John’s Revelation – “The Church will have for-
saken Her first love” – the Word of God and the salvation 
it brings to sinners. 



 

Today’s Gospel then, shows the importance of being 
well-trained in the Word. When Jesus meets Philip He 
speaks only two words. He says: “Follow Me.” Through 
those two words the Holy Spirit begins to awaken a reali-
zation and understanding in Philip’s heart and mind. And 
then look what happens next: Philip finds Nathaniel and 
tells him: “We’ve found the One Moses wrote about in the 
Law, and about whom the prophets also wrote – Jesus of 
Nazareth, the Son of Joseph.” It was almost as if Philip 
had said to Nathaniel, “Guess who I met today – that Guy 
we learned about in Sunday School!” 

Philip had been raised and well-trained in the Scrip-
tures. The Holy Spirit had been working in his life through 
the Word, and a firm foundation of faith had been built 
there. Philip had come to know and place His trust in the 
Messiah promised in the Old Testament – “the One whom 
Moses wrote about in the Law – and about whom the 
prophets also wrote.” But Philip had also come to know 
that Jesus was the One who had come as the Fulfillment of 
the Law and the Prophets – the One in whom all the pieces 
of the puzzle finally fit together. In Jesus, all the Old Tes-
tament stories Philip learned as a young child had become 
crystal clear. And this knowledge not only led Philip to 
know Jesus aright, but also kindled missionary zeal in his 
heart. That was why Philip went to Nathaniel that day – 
because he wanted Nathaniel to share with him in the 
great blessing of knowing Christ as his Savior from sin. 

It was also on the basis of Philip and Nathaniel’s train-
ing in the Scriptures that they were able to understand the 
preaching of Jesus. That’s why they were able to say to 
Him: “Rabbi, You are the Son of God; the King of Israel.” 
Whereupon He answered them, saying: “You believe be-
cause I told you I saw you under the fig tree? You shall 
see greater things than that.” Then He added, “I tell you 
the truth, you shall see heaven open, and the angels of 
God ascending and descending on the Son of Man.” With 
these words, Jesus took these two men back into the 
depths of the Old Testament and the early years of Messi-
anic hope and promise. He’d taken them again to Genesis 
28, where God blessed Jacob with a dream “in which he 
saw a stairway resting on the earth, with its top reaching to 
heaven, and the angels of God were ascending and de-
scending on it. There above it stood the Lord … and He 
said: ‘I am the Lord, the God of your father Abraham and 
the God of Isaac. I will give you and your descendants the 
land on which you are lying. Your descendants will be 
like the dust of the earth, and you will spread out to the 
west and to the east, to the north and to the south. All peo-
ples on earth will be blessed through you and your Off-
spring’” – that is, through Jesus! 

Jacob’s dream was a promise of mercy. It showed that 
God would not allow the “great chasm” and the impossi-
ble gulf created by our sin to forever stand between us and 
Him. He promised to build a ladder “resting on the earth, 
with its top reaching to heaven, where the angels of God 
ascend and descend on it.” And now Jesus – standing up-
on the earth – had come to Philip and Nathaniel to reveal 
His glory to them in terms of the firm foundation built in 
their hearts and minds through the Old Testament Scrip-
tures. “I tell you the Truth,” Jesus said to them, “you shall 
see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and 
descending on the Son of Man.” He called to their minds 
Jacob’s dream, and He reminded them of the ancient 
promise which had been spoken to them by God. But here 
God no longer needs a stairway, for Jesus Himself is the 
Stairway. He is the flesh and blood Bridge built by God 
Himself, the living Expression of the Father’s mercy – the 
mercy He desires to show to us – and yes, to all people. 

In Jacob’s dream, God had stood at the top of the 
stairway – up in heaven – but here in this Gospel, God 
was standing at the bottom of the stairway. He was stand-
ing right there upon the earth – face-to-face with those 
whom He had come to purchase with His blood. That’s 
when Nathaniel declared: “Rabbi, You are the Son of 
God! You are the King of Israel.” And Jesus answered 
him, saying, “You believe because I told you I saw you 
under the fig tree? Oh, dear Nathaniel, You shall see 
greater things than that. You shall see the heavens opened 
– even as they were ripped open at my Baptism never to 
be sealed shut again. You shall see “the angels of God” – 
those who do the Father’s will – “ascending and descend-
ing upon the Son of Man – upon Me, Jesus, the fullest and 
sweetest Expression of the Father’s holy will.” 

Is that why You believe in Jesus, because you’ve seen 
Him do amazing things? May I say to you that Jesus is 
much more than just a mind reader – and far more than 
just a miracle worker? To be sure, as you’re gathered here 
around the Word this morning, dear Christian, Jesus is 
also here, standing in your presence, as the One who has 
done “great things” – indeed, He has done the greatest 
thing – He’s given His life over to death so that you might 
have salvation. He knows you. He loves you. And today 
He says to you once again, “Follow Me. Learn from Me ... 
for in Me you will find rest for your souls – in Me you 
will find the Stairway of heaven – and through Me you 
will enter into eternal life.” In Jesus’ most holy name, 
Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-
standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one true 
faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


