
1-15-12 is Epiphany 2B 
January 15 is also Martin Luther King’s Birthday 

 
1 Samuel 3:1-10, (11-20) – The Lord calls to Samuel, who thinks it is Eli. “Speak your servant is listening.” 
Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18 – Lord you have searched me, and know me… Where can I go to flee from your 
presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. You knit me in 
my inner parts… 
1 Corinthians 6:12-20 – All things are lawful for me, but not all things are beneficial. Your bodies are 
members of Christ… You were bought with a price, therefore glorify God with your body. 
John 1:43-51 – Jesus finds Philip and says to him, “Follow me.” Philip goes and tells Nathaniel. “Can 
anything good come out of Nazareth?” “Come and see.” 
 

MLK? 
 
Some will no doubt find this week a good time to commemorate Baptist Minister, Dr. Martin Luther 
King. It’s not all that often that MLK’s birthday falls on a Sunday. The African American Lectionary favors 
Exodus 3:9-12 for the Hebrew Scripture reading 
(http://www.theafricanamericanlectionary.org/PopupLectionaryReading.asp?LRID=189). In this passage 
God sends Moses, who then responds, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites 
out of Egypt?” God promises to be with him.  
 
For King, the gospel was not a theoretical matter. Following Jesus meant very concrete things for the 
world, society, government. We have too often been quietistic, relegating our faith to spiritual-only 
things, in a neo-Gnostic way. But the incarnate Christ calls us to public ministry in the world. Real-life 
prophets are called to lead real-life people out of real-life slavery.  
 

Follow Me / Come and See 
 
For those using the Philip and Nathaniel text, it seems to me an irresistible opportunity to reflect on 
evangelism and discipleship. I know that some consider evangelism the process of inviting someone into 
a relationship with Christ and into the mission of the church. For others, evangelism is the entire process 
of “gospelizing.” As such, it includes not only the initial stages of conversion, but also the more long-
term process of discipleship: being made into the image of Christ.  
 
I don’t think there’s much value in getting into semantics here. There are certainly two different things 
here, but there is considerable overlap, and I don’t think there is a day one can say, “I’ve fully arrived 
now.”  
 
Jesus’ invitation to “Follow me” has much greater depth and implications than Philip’s invitation to 
Nathaniel, “Come and see.” Those who are passionate about evangelism point this out for us. They like 
to see the church parse this carefully. Some folks on the periphery of the church may not yet be ready 
for a “Follow me” pitch. They need a “Come and see.”  
 
Churches that are intensely focused on reaching outsiders tend to have lots of opportunities for people 
to come and see. Those completely outside the church have no commitment to the church or its 
ministry whatsoever. They’re not ready for a “Follow me.” Many years ago, long before his 40 Days stuff, 
in his book The Purpose Driven Church, Rick Warren used the following graphic: 
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In his model, you have the community, the crowd, the congregation, the committed and the core. You 
don’t relate to these folks the same way. Jesus didn’t. To one he says “Follow me.” To another, “I’m 
coming to your house today.” To another, “How about some water from that well?” Churches may need 
different strategies to reach people at different stages. 
 
The church evangelizes one-on-one and also through seminal events. Jesus invites Philip to follow him, 
one-on-one here, but later his reach will expand as he feeds the five thousand. John the Baptist had 
mass baptisms. Jesus preached the Sermon on the Mount. Evangelism takes place both through one-on-
one interaction, and also through seminal events, that allow people to bump into each other, so that 
good things (including one-on-one’s) happen. 
 
Inviting the community to be part of a crowd in some churches might be a neighborhood meeting. At 
some churches it’s a meal, or an Oktoberfest. At some places it might be a concert. This can also be one-
on-one, as a member invites a neighbor, and they interact. This first kind of evangelism is low-key. It just 
invites people to rub shoulders with others, and see the church as a safe, non-judgmental place. Come 
and see.  
 
Come and see ministry is not arm-twisting. It’s a simple invitation. No strings attached. I like it that Philip 
doesn’t get caught up in Nathaniel’s negative comment, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” He 
just responds, “Come and see.” The conversation seems to follow a pattern: Invitation > Skepticism > 
Inquiry > Confession. I had an atheist friend who became a Christian. I asked what convinced him. He 
said, “There was no convincing. There was just this group of people who loved me just as I was, 
unconditionally. They included me in everything. I saw that they had something I wanted: joy, 
compassion. You can’t argue someone into the kingdom of God. It doesn’t work.” 
 
Inviting the crowd to the congregation may be sending people at Oktoberfest home with a schedule of 
Advent/Christmas services. It might be inviting the families at your preschool or parents’ day out to 
participate in worship on a Sunday morning. It might be inviting someone to come to a small group Bible 
study, where they make friends, and enter into conversations about spiritual things gently. We often 
think of worship as the primary entry point for folks, but outwardly-focused congregations usually have 
multiple entry points.  



 
Inviting the congregation to be committed might be a new member class, or taking part in a study series. 
It might mean asking them to make a commitment to follow Christ, through prayer, weekly worship or 
giving. You are inviting worshippers to make a deeper commitment. For the unbaptized this may be an 
invitation to baptism. This is the “follow me” part of the conversation. Jesus said he saw Nathaniel under 
the fig tree. Even St. Augustine recognized that the fig tree might be fig-urative. When Jesus curses the 
fig tree for not bearing fruit, he is critiquing the Temple system, even as he cleanses the temple with a 
whip. Could Nathaniel’s sitting under a fig tree mean that he’s a good, church-going person? Could it be 
that Jesus is inviting him into a deeper followership than just being a good Temple-going boy? 
 
How are you inviting people to move from pew-sitting to Christ-following? How are you encouraging 
them to be baptized or to live into their baptismal covenant? How are you helping people grow 
spiritually? Christ has so much more to offer people than being “churched.” We get a microcosm of this 
spiritual development in this text. Nathaniel is invited, comes to know Jesus, realizes he is known by 
Jesus, and eventually comes to confess (like Peter?): “You are the Son of God…”  
 
Inviting the committed into the core is asking people to take on major leadership roles. We do so only 
according to their gifts and capacity. Churches that invite the uncommitted to be key leaders are usually 
making a mistake. It is from the pool of the committed that the core usually emerges. I’ve seen it too 
often, where a newcomer to the faith jumps into the deep end of church leadership, and nearly drowns. 
They are like the seed that falls on rocky soil, and have shallow roots, so that when the scorching sun 
comes out, they wither.  
 
There’s a lot of strategy woven into these thoughts, but it is evangelical strategy that I see subtly woven 
into the evangelists’ description of Jesus’ missionary activity. There’s a kind of hyper-spiritualism that 
says all this should happen “naturally,” “organically.” The Holy Spirit will do it all. Horse feathers. That’s 
like a gardener saying, “I’m going to let my garden grow naturally.” See what happens. It’s like a farmer 
saying, “I’m not going to plant. The Holy Spirit will bring the harvest.” The gospels seem pretty clear to 
me: There is a role for us in this. We plant, weed, water, harvest. The Spirit’s in it all, but we don’t sit on 
our duffs.  
 
And you have to ask yourself: “Is it worth it?” “Am I willing to do the hard work, of plowing, planting and 
harvesting?” Are we willing to consider when, where and how to sow? Are we willing to recognize that 
there are different kinds of seeds and soils, and that we may have to be humble enough to study, 
practice and learn a thing or two?” 
 
Jesus invited, listened, preached, trained, called and sent his disciples out in twos. He called his 
followers to go and make disciples. If we truly believe, as does St. John, that people find life through 
following Jesus, wouldn’t we do everything in our power to invite, entice, cajole and encourage? 
 
Epiphany is a great time to rethink our evangelism efforts. We are missionaries. Jesus didn’t sit in the 
Temple. He went out into the world. Just as the Magi followed the star, our culture is filled with spiritual 
seekers, hungry, starving for something that has life, gives life, abundant life. Let’s worry less about 
maintaining the cultural trappings of the church, and more about what will bring hungry people face-to-
face with the Bread of Life, the magnetic Jesus who says, “Follow me.” 


