
1 

Sermon for the 2nd Sunday after Epiphany: John 1:29-42 

Erica Olson-Bang, Ph.D. 

I’m surprised to find myself here, in front of all of you, about to preach a sermon on evangelism. 

In fact, as I was preparing this sermon and reflecting on this passage from the Gospel of John, I 

came to a place where I thought to myself, “Crap! This is a story about evangelism!” 

I feel this way because, frankly, the word “evangelism” has always given me the heebie-jeebies. 

Does anyone else feel this way? The word “evangelism” gives ME the heebie-jeebies for a 

number of different reasons: 1) I grew up evangelical 2) I’m an introvert 3) “Evangelism” seems 

to assume that I have access to God that others don’t.  

Let me talk a bit about each of these reasons.  

1. I grew up evangelical--perhaps some of you have a similar background,--but even if you don’t 

have this background, I think it’s fair to say that evangelicals “own” this word in our culture. So 

when we hear the word “evangelism,” we think of the concept as defined by evangelicals, and 

not, say, how the Episcopal Church defines “evangelism.” This is certainly the definition that I’m 

most familiar with and, thus, the one that I am reacting to.  

When I was growing up “evangelism” happened: 

● with tracts, little pamphlets, like “The 4 Spiritual Laws” given to strangers,  

● with altar calls at Billy Graham rallies,  

● with privileged teenage kids using puppet shows and mimes “to bring Jesus” to (btw, 

already Christian!) people, usually in developing countries.  

I’ve since moved out of that religious culture, but I continue to encounter “evangelism.” Just in 

the last year, 

● I encountered it regularly in the form of an abrasive guy with a bull horn and a giant sign 

about hell who stands on the corner of Syracuse University. 

● I encountered it in a nearly-identical guy, also with a bull horn and a sign, at the Gay 

Pride Parade in Syracuse. 

● and in yet another guy with a bull horn and a sign outside of the Mormon “Hill 

Cumorgh” pageant near Rochester.  

You might be starting to see why this word, “evangelism,” makes me feel uncomfortable. Why I 

avoid it (the word), but also the practice of evangelism.  

2. I’m an introvert. So starting conversations with total strangers about God makes me nervous, 

but then starting conversations with strangers in general makes me nervous!  

Though, by way of confession, when you’re me and you have to tell inquiring strangers (at the 

playground or the library or wherever) that you’re a stay-at-home-mom and theologian, you end 

up in these conversations no matter what. And quite honestly, once we get past the initial few 

sentences, I actually love talking to people about God, even total strangers.  
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However I think this idea of evangelism as talking-to-strangers-about-God intimidates many of 

us, for many different reasons, perhaps we’re shy or non-confrontational or people-pleasing or 

what have you. 

3. There seems to be a basic assumption in “evangelism” that I know something about God that 

the other person doesn’t. This carries with it an underlying presumption that I am “better” in 

some way than the person that I’m talking to, and that there is something “wrong” with that 

person. To say the very least, this feels presumptuous to me.  

So imagine my surprise, as I was reading today’s Gospel passage, when I quickly came to the 

realization that this is a story about evangelism. Thankfully, John seems to be operating with a 

very different understanding of evangelism than me. Instead of evangelism as abrasive, 

anonymous, and presumptuous, John presents us with a model for evangelism that is relational, 

evolving, and experiential.  

 

First, this passage is a story about a relational knowing, spreading through relational networks.  

We encounter a series of testimonies here: a number of different disciples testifying about how 

they understand their relationship to Jesus, with that relational knowledge being passed along 

from person to person through relational networks, and with the result that new people are 

brought into relationship with Jesus. Let’s see how that plays out in this passage:  

First, John the Baptist testifies to who Jesus is (the Lamb of God) to 2 of his own disciples (one 

of whom is Andrew). His disciples hear this and start following Jesus, with whom they enter into 

a relationship (with Jesus as teacher and them as students). 

Next, Andrew goes to his brother, who Jesus calls Peter, and says, we have found God’s Chosen 

One! Peter lets himself be brought to Jesus, and brought into relationship with him.  

After this, Jesus goes to Phillip and tells him to follow him, and he does. 

Last, Phillip finds Nathaneal and tells him that he’s encountered the Chosen One. Nathaneal, for 

his part, is doubtful, but is willing to go to Jesus and find out. And discovers when he does that 

Jesus is God’s Anointed One, the one chosen to lead the people.  

We see in this story that evangelism is about relationship, specifically entering into a 

relationship with Jesus, and travels through relational networks. Here, evangelism is not 

content-oriented, nor is it anonymous--both of which often characterize modern understandings 

of evangelism. It happens in relationship, and is about relationship.  

 

Second, evangelism isn’t about being right or getting it right. It is about relational knowing, as I 

said, but it also permits the evolution of that knowing. It accepts that we can’t know someone, 

here Jesus, in their entirety, and certainly not right away. Instead we come to know them, better 
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and better, over time and through relationship. As such, our understanding of Jesus, and who he 

is for us, is growing and changing--and should be!  

Imagine if I were stuck in the same, identical relationship with my husband Dan that we had 

when we first started dating in 2009? It would be super unhealthy. And, indeed, we see an 

evolution in the disciples’ knowledge about Jesus in this passage.  

This section of John, the last half of the first chapter, is sometimes called the Testimonium. 

Testimonium because it collects the early testimonies of John the Baptist, Andrew, Phillip, and 

Nathaneal--their testimonies to who Jesus is: a man they call the Lamb of God, Teacher, the 

Anointed, God’s Chosen One, and so on.  

What’s interesting to me is that there’s a definite mismatch in this first chapter of John between 

how the writer of the Gospel of John understands Jesus and how these early followers 

understand him.  

If you remember back to the first half of this chapter, the Prologue which was read to us on 

Christmas Eve, John describes Jesus with the highest possible language: “In the beginning was 

the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with 

God. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being.” 

According to John, Jesus is God’s word, is before the beginning of all things, is creator of all 

things, is God. This most elevated understanding of who Jesus is what theologians call a “high 

christology,” or a high understanding of Jesus.  

Contrast this with the testimony of John and the disciples: Jesus is teacher, is God’s chosen 

leader, is the lamb that takes away sins, is the one anointed by God. They too hold Jesus in high 

esteem (they dedicate their lives to following him!), but it’s not clear here that they’re imagining 

Jesus as divine. It’s what we might call a “low Christology.”  

There are many interesting conversations to be had about the merits of a high or low christology, 

however my point here is that John (who has a high christology) depicts these early followers of 

Jesus as having a low christology (and, in fact, depicts them and their testimony very positively), 

which means that in introducing their testimony in this chapter, right after the Prologue, John is 

recognizing their understanding of Jesus as provisional, as incomplete, and as subject to change. 

And indeed, in the course of this Gospel, it does change.  

For John, the early followers of Jesus are not getting it “right” here--and that’s ok! 

 

Third, evangelism is described as experiential in this passage. Twice, these early followers are 

invited to “come and see.” And they do. Andrew, Peter, Phillip, and Nathaneal are brought to 

Jesus. They follow him. They remain with him. They stay where he’s staying. They are 

experiencing Jesus first hand.  
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I think it would be fair to say that they did not know what they were getting into. How could 

they? Frankly, we don’t know what we’re getting into either. I think that’s true of any 

relationship, but certainly of our relationship with God. And that’s ok. How could we? But we’re 

invited to come along. And it’s the willingness to join in the journey that makes a person a 

follower of Jesus. And like Nathaneal, you’re allowed to have some questions, but come along 

anyway.  

We are invited to “come and see,” just as these early followers were. And when we engage in 

evangelism, we are simply inviting other to journey along with us. To “come and see” with us.

 

So what would I suggest for us, if we’re seeking to live out John’s idea of evangelism: 

1. We need to build relationships. Not as a means to the end of evangelism, but because we know 

that God values relationships and works through them.  

2. We need to hold our faith with humility, knowing that God has much to teach us and that we 

have much to learn from the people around us, from our experiences, and from the world we live 

in. I taught religion for many years, and it is my conviction, coming out of that experience, that 

good teachers are always learning and can learn from any student. That principle of being 

always ready to learn will hold us in good stead as we practice evangelism.  

3. We need to be open and responsive to where God might lead us, and be willing to come along. 

God will bring us to people and places that we do not expect, and it’s our job to encounter them 

with open hearts and with an eye to what God is doing. The important thing is that we “come 

and see.”  

Now, this is an idea of evangelism that I can live with--though it doesn’t entirely dispel my 

heebie-jeebies. I expect that, for me, living into John’s model of evangelism will take courage. 

This might be why in the Post-communion prayer we ask of God, “Send us now into the world in 

peace, and grant us strength and courage to love and serve you.” 


