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Prayer for Illumination 

God of wisdom, help us turn our hearts to you and hear what you will speak, for you 

speak peace to your people through Christ, our Lord. Amen.  

Genesis 28:10-17 

10 
Jacob left Beer-sheba and went toward Haran. 

11 
He came to a certain place and stayed there 

for the night, because the sun had set. Taking one of the stones of the place, he put it under his 

head and lay down in that place. 
12 

And he dreamed that there was a ladder
[b]

 set up on the earth, 

the top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending and descending on it. 
13 

And the LORD stood beside him
[c]

 and said, “I am the LORD, the God of Abraham your father 

and the God of Isaac; the land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring; 
14 

and 

your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to 

the east and to the north and to the south; and all the families of the earth shall be blessed
[d]

 in 

you and in your offspring. 
15 

Know that I am with you and will keep you wherever you go, and 

will bring you back to this land; for I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised 

you.” 
16 

Then Jacob woke from his sleep and said, “Surely the LORD is in this place—and I did 

not know it!” 
17 

And he was afraid, and said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other 

than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.” 

John 1:43-51 

43 
The next day Jesus decided to go to Galilee. He found Philip and said to him, “Follow me.” 

44 
Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the city of Andrew and Peter. 

45 
Philip found Nathanael and 

said to him, “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote, 

Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.” 
46 

Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of 

Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see.” 
47 

When Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward 

him, he said of him, “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” 
48 

Nathanael asked 

him, “Where did you get to know me?” Jesus answered, “I saw you under the fig tree before 

Philip called you.” 
49 

Nathanael replied, “Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of 

Israel!” 
50 

Jesus answered, “Do you believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig tree? 

You will see greater things than these.” 
51 

And he said to him, “Very truly, I tell you,
[m]

 you will 

see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.” 

Response: These are the words of life, which in faith become the Living Word! 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+28&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-786b
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+28&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-787c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+28&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-788d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john+1&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-26086m
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  I’d like to start with a math quiz that you’ve done more than several 

decades ago. You have to recall your school days. What is the number in 

the bracket? 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, (   ) It’s not a very hard one! Then how about this? 

3, 7, 12, (      ), 120, 500, 5000 Can anybody solve it? The answer is 

______. It is a very difficult one partly because I made the numbers up and 

mainly because they aren’t of math.  You know what? These numbers are 

from the Gospel, and they indicate the numbers of Jesus’ disciple groups. I 

explained it a month ago, but I will explain it again. Look at this diagram. 

 

  

            5,000 followers 

                      500 disciples 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 means Jesus’ three core disciples. 7 means the second layer of Jesus’ 

disciples who met the resurrected Jesus in Galilee beach. The number 12 

indicates the 12 disciples of Jesus that we all know. 70 or 72 is about the 

number of disciples who were sent to towns by Jesus, for the spreading of 

the Gospel prior to Jesus. 120 is the number of people who gathered in 

Jerusalem, representing the first faith groups. In that meeting they selected 

Mattathias, to replace the betraying disciple, Judas Iscariot. 500 is the 

disciples who eye-witnessed the moment of Jesus’ resurrection. 5,000 are 

           120 representatives 

70(72) active disciples 

12 apostles 
7 Aces 3 Core 

Aces 
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the people who seriously followed Jesus to the desert in order to listen to 

his teaching. 

 Do you remember the first disciple of Jesus: who is he? Yes Andrew. 

Where would you put him in the diagram? Yes, he is in-between the 3 core 

and the 7 aces because his name is sometimes presented prior to Peter, 

usually is placed in the 4th position. Even other disciples ask him questions 

or need his permission to do something.  

 One more interesting thing about the 12 disciples: the first five books 

of the New Testament don’t match the names of the 12 disciples. I don’t 

want you to confuse you, but biblical scholars found this discrepancy and 

eventually agreed that the names of Bartholomew and Nathanael indicate 

the same person. (If you really want to know how they came to this 

conclusion, please find me after the worship service.)  

 Today, I brought the disciple story of Philip and Nathanael: They were 

friends while Peter and Andrew were brothers. The four people (Andrew, 

Peter, Philip, and Nathanael, a.k.a. Bartholomew) lived in the same city of 

Bethsaida. They were pious and eager longing for the coming of the 

Messiah. And now, Jesus found Philip first and said. “Follow me.” The Bible 

doesn’t say much about how Jesus found Philip; however, we assume it 

was not the first encounter. Philip might have been touched by Jesus 

before, and waited for a cue from Jesus.  Once Philip joined Jesus’ band, 

he decided to invite his friend Nathanael. Philip “found” Nathanael and said, 

“I found the Messiah, the son of Joseph from Nazareth” Nathanael’s instant 

response follows: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” “Can 

anything good come out of Nazareth?”  
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 How would you interpret this question? It is definitely offensive. And 

yet, it is not because Nathanael is a mean person, but because he knows 

the ancestral prophecy well, so he has his own rationale of suspicion. Is 

rationale good for having faith? Is suspicion good for believing God? Oh 

yes, of course! We need rationale to know God. We need logic to have faith. 

Without knowledge and rationale, faith would be incomplete. Having 

suspicion, bearing question, and wanting logical explanation - these are 

essential for people who have a belief of God. How do we know God? How 

are we aware of God’s presence? What procedures are needed to believe 

God? We use our entire ability, including our logic. Let’s take a look at this: 

You might know this. It is called a diagram of multiple intelligences.  

 

 

I’ll read it for you: bodily-kinesthetic, 

interpersonal, verbal-linguistic, 

logical-mathematical, naturalistic, 

intrapersonal, visual-spatial, and 

musical. This is a well-known 

education theory, meaning that 

humans learn through various ways.  

I won’t introduce all of them in detail 

but I can extract the essence into 

one sentence: Human belief of God 

may come through various ways. When discussing with his friend Philip 

about the Messiah, Nathanael was using his intelligence of linguistic and 

interpersonal ability.   
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He learned that the Messiah cannot come from Nazareth but Bethlehem. 

Jesus lived in Nazareth but was born in Bethlehem. Philip didn’t give this 

information: the Bible doesn’t write why.  I assume that Philip didn’t offer 

additional information in order not to get involved with trivial arguments. 

Instead, he convincingly and gently invited Nathanael: “come and see.” 

  Can you sense Philip’s joy, exultation, and patience? Philip was able 

to exclaim that he found the Messiah. This is like Archimedes’ excitement 

when he found the principle of mass in water. He couldn’t help running to 

the road, shouting “eureka.” Philip knew that Jesus was the Messiah. He 

found that Jesus was the son of God. Therefore, he was able to be patient 

with Nathanael’s offensive remarks by saying “Come and see.” That is how 

the bearer of the Gospel reacts to a person who is an unbeliever. 

  

 Thanks to Philip’s consistent and patient invitation, Nathanael came 

to Jesus. Nathanael didn’t believe that the person whom he was going to 

meet was the Messiah. In spite of his disbelief, Nathanael came to Jesus 

because of his friend, Philip’s, strong recommendation. As soon as Jesus 

saw him, strange enough, Jesus initiated the conversation with a surprising 

evaluation. “Here is truly an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” Jesus had 

already known him even before Philip invited him. And Jesus was aware 

that Nathanael has no deceit in heart. Here is another point; Jesus sees 

what is in our heart, not our social status or ability. Jesus sees our heart. 

Nathanael was surprised at his first words, and promptly tried to examine 

him. “Do you know me? How do you know me?” “I saw you under the fig 

tree before Philip called you.” I’m sorry I don’t know what they are talking 

about. This is like, hearing a conversation between two people on the street. 

One says to another: “I know what you did last summer.” I don’t understand 
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what they are talking about. Only the two know about it: “I saw you under 

the fig tree before Philip called you.”  We are not exactly sure about this, 

but we can get some hints out of Jesus’ wording: “You will see greater 

things than these.” We can infer that Nathanael experienced some spiritual 

experience or saw an inexplicable vision of God.   

 

 Because Nathanael was a pious intellect, we can assume that he was 

praying to God under the fig tree. And during his ordinary prayerful quiet 

time, he could’ve experienced mysterious moments. Some people who are 

smart and love to use their ability of intellect easily undermine the 

phenomenon of mystery. And the modern education of science has fueled 

the icy attitude towards mysticism because science only uses the logical-

mathematical approach. Furthermore, Western theology has devaluated 

Christian mysticism. However, the theologians of the Western Christianity 

have gradually agreed that Christian mysticism cannot be dealt as foolish 

dreamy visionary illusions. Rather they have recently admitted that, when it 

comes to divine mystery, the first church leaders had affirmed “their mode 

of access to God is radically different from that found in ordinary 

consciousness.”1  In other words, divine mystery cannot be analyzed but 

experienced in a way of immanence, transcendence or both. 

 

 Then what about Nathanael’s prayer and the mystical experience 

under the fig tree? We can analyze that, besides his ability of intellect, 

bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, verbal-linguistic, logical-mathematical, 

naturalistic, intrapersonal, visual-spatial, and additionally spiritual, that is, 

                                                           
 

1
 Bernard McGinn, The Foundation of Mysticism: Origin to the Fifth Century, The Presence of God: A 

History of Western Christian Mysticism series. Crossroad: New York, 1991, xix. 
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all the other multiple intelligences are working for him to know and to 

believe Jesus. He experienced the presence of God in his ordinary 

practices. His mystic experience under the fig tree cannot be undervalued.  

 

 Later Jesus promised that Nathanael would see heaven opened and 

the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man. Do we 

have any reference to ascending and descending angels? Yes we do. The 

Old Testament shows the scene of this visionary ascension and 

descension. In Genesis 28, Jacob sees the angels of God who are 

ascending and descending the ladder from the earth to heaven. And, in fact, 

he witnessed Jesus’ resurrection as one of the 7 aces of the apostles.  

  

            5,000 followers 

                      500 disciples 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here is a young man in his mid-20s. He was raised 

as a Christian by his pious mother, and struggled 

with his Christian faith in his university while 

           120 representatives 

70(72) active disciples 

12 apostles 
7 Aces 3 Core Aces 
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majoring in philosophy. After graduation, he had to serve the mandatory 

military service for young men in his country. He was summoned to a base 

camp for Basic Military Qualification. While training, he was able to phone 

to his family and friends, and whenever he gave calls to his mother, she 

reiterated that her son would be appointed as a chaplain assist in the 

military service. She added that Jesus let her know about this in her dream. 

The young man laughed and didn’t believe because he already applied to 

the infantry position, one that shoots rifles. On the day order sheets were to 

be received from the Commanding Officer of the Department of National 

Defense, in the job position column, he expected 101 but found a strange 

number instead, 980. He came to the Commanding Officer to ask what the 

number was: “Sir, what is 980? I applied for 101.” The Officer replied, “980, 

ordered Chaplain Assist.”  

 

 Since then, the young has man prayed. “You chose me, God, so if I 

have options to choose from, I’ll always choose to be holy.” Suppose that 

Nathanael experienced a mystical event under the fig tree, then the 

mystical moment of calling that the young man experienced was the 

mystical experience under his fig tree. And now, the young man is standing 

in front of you. 

 

God showed his presence to Nathanael under the fig tree, 

and Jesus knew who he was. God showed and is showing 

his presence to you, and Jesus has already known you 

before you know Jesus. Have you been under your fig tree? 

Where is your fig tree? Let us have a silent moment to recall your fig tree. 

 


