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Epiphany 2 2018 – Christ Church South Yarra 
1 Sam 3:1-10; Ps 139:1-5, 12-18; 1 Cor 6: 12-20; Jn 1:43-51 

 

It’s interesting that the lectionary compilers have chosen the story of 

Samuel’s call as our first reading rather than the story of Jacob’s ladder in 
Genesis. And I can understand why – it’s a nice link with the idea of Philip 

and Nathaniel being called. But I think in doing this, the compilers have 

distracted us from the real climax of the Gospel. 
 

But let’s look at the whole idea of call and being called, as the lectionary 
obviously wants us to do. In this story, the young boy Samuel is called by 

God, although he doesn’t recognise who it is that is calling him. Like all of 
us, Samuel starts off with his human understanding based on his 

experience of life so far and what he knows. He knows about the old 
priest Eli calling him, but we are told, Now Samuel did not yet know the 

Lord, and the word of the Lord had not yet been revealed to him. (1Sam 
3:7).  So, he responds to what he knows and goes to Eli to see what he 

wants. It takes Eli three times before he realises what is going on, which 
is congruent with the lapsed behaviour of Eli which is portrayed. When 

Samuel stays in the Temple and listens to the Lord, he hears about God’s 
future plans for his mentor Eli and his family. Notice that it is God who 

takes the initiative and calls, not the other way around. 

 
In John’s Gospel, we heard about how Jesus found Philip, and called him 

to follow. (Jn 1: 43). Now notice what Philip says to Nathaniel; We have 
found him… (Jn 1:45). No, that’s actually not how it goes at all. We are all 

found by God and called, and we can only ever call to God in response to 
God’s first calling us. It is a loving initiative of God to which we respond, 

and for which we need God’s grace to respond, and then we need the rest 
of our lives to learn to make this response fully.  

 
But I want to come back now to the climax of our Gospel story. I think it 

is the climax because it tells us something about who Jesus is. And after 
all, this is why the Gospel writers have written the story of Jesus, because 

they want us to know that Jesus is God incarnate. John began this 
chapter with the theological statement about Jesus, In the beginning was 

the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God….And the 

Word became flesh and lived among us. (Jn 1:1,14) The rest of the 
Gospel is now fleshing that story out, pun intended.  

 
Let me just remind you of the story of Jacob that Jesus is referring to. 

Jacob was the younger twin son of Isaac, and a more devious and 
dubious character it is difficult to find in the Scriptures. But God chose 

him to be a foundation father of His people, and renamed him Israel. But 
in this story, his older twin brother was out to kill him, after Jacob had 

stolen his birthright or inheritance, so Jacob had to flee for his life. One 
night, he took a stone to use as a pillow, and went to sleep, and had a 

dream.  
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And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, the 
top of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending 

and descending on it. And the Lord stood beside him 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; 
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 in you 

and in your offspring. 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….Then Jacob 
woke from his sleep and said, Surely the Lord is in this place – and 

I did not know it.”  Gen 28:12-16) 
 

For my next comments, I am indebted to John Wright’s Commentary 

on John. I recommend his works to anyone who wants to delve into the 
Bible a little further, as he is a biblical scholar but writes very accessibly 

for non-scholars. 
 

So, when Jesus says that Nathaniel will see greater things than his being 
able to see into people and read them before he meets them, and says, 

you will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and 
descending upon the Son of Man (Jn 1:51), what does he mean.  

 
Well, for one thing, Jesus is saying that God is standing right here 

alongside you, in the same way that God reassured Jacob in his dream,  
by standing alongside him. God is in Jesus, or Jesus is God, and is 

standing there, fully present to all the disciples, if they could only see and 
understand.  

 

And although John doesn’t report angels going up and down the ladder, 
what Jesus is saying is that he is the place where heaven and earth are 

open to each other, as was the case in Jacob’s dream. There are no 
barriers. And wherever Jesus is present, this is the case, there is a ladder, 

as it were, between heaven and earth, on which angels, we, can go up 
and down.  

 
And our Eucharist is just such a ladder, a place where heaven and earth 

become open to each other. Jesus is in the business, as it were, of 
creating these opportunities for us, of reaching out to us and inviting us 

in. It is the whole point of the incarnation to make God present in our 
ordinary, human lives, and to help us grow into that Christlike way of 

being where we are also open to Jesus’ opening, and therefore are 
transparent for others to access this opening between heaven and earth. 

Surely God is in this place too, and we barely know it! 

 
Marilyn Hope 


