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I. Israel and an Israelite 

 

A man is sleeping on the ground, and he's uncomfortable in so many ways. He's Jacob, and he's on 

the run from a brother who wants to kill him; and he's in a place so inhospitable that the best he can 

do is a stone for a pillow. Exhausted, though, he falls asleep. 

 

During his sleep, he has an extraordinary dream. He sees a ladder set up on the earth that reaches 

into heaven. Angels of God are ascending and descending upon it; and at the top of the ladder stands 

no less than God Himself. The Lord speaks to Jacob in that dream, and He makes three promises to 

Jacob. First, the land on which he sleeps is the Promised Land, and his many descendants will have 

it for their own. Second, God promises that in Jacob's seed all nations will be blessed: Among his 

descendants, the Savior will be born. Third, God promises His presence and faithfulness: "Behold, 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 spoken to you" (Gen. 28:15). 

 

Jacob awakes from the dream, and his first reaction is fear. "How awesome is this place!" he 

declares. "This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven!" (Gen. 28:17). It's 

not much to look at; this is a place where a stone has to serve as a pillow. But resting on the Rock in 

that place, Jacob has seen the Lord-and he is afraid. That's how it is for sinners, ever since the Fall 

into sin. A holy God in heaven is intimidating to anyone who takes sin seriously. God looking down 

at them from the top of a long, long ladder has got to be terrifying. 

 

Still, Jacob has God's Word, His promise of a Savior. The place is called Luz, so Jacob renames it 

Bethel, the "house of God"-just as God will rename him Israel later on. Just a few miles and about 

800 years away from Bethel, the house of God will be built-the temple in Jerusalem where God will 

dwell with His people in the Promised Land.  

 

Land and presence: Those are two of the three promises to Jacob from God at the top of the ladder. 

There was one more, remember: The Savior.  

 

And in the fullness of time, the Savior comes. 

 

When the Savior comes, an Israelite without deceit is sleeping, just like his forefather Jacob. He's a 

bit more comfortable: instead of a stone pillow, he's found a fig tree to nap under. There is no dream 

for Nathanael that day; but after he awakes, he hears the Word of the Lord from Philip: "We have 

found Him of whom Moses in the Law, and also the prophets, wrote-Jesus of Nazareth, the son of 

Joseph." The Descendant Seed promised to Jacob is born, alive, grown up. The Promise is fulfilled.  

 

Unlike Jacob, Nathanael is not afraid; in fact, he's singularly unimpressed. "Can anything good come 

out of Nazareth?" he inquires. God staring down from the top of the ladder is terrifying; but the 
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thought of Him coming from Nazareth puts the Savior way too far down at the bottom. To the 

skeptical napper, Philip says, "Come and see." 

 

As we have heard in the Gospel lesson, Nathanael believes in Jesus. Why? Because Jesus says to 

him, "Before Philip called you, when you were under the fig tree, I saw you." Because of this, 

Nathanael calls Jesus the Son of God, the King of Israel. But this is hardly remarkable, says Jesus, 

and He tells Nathanael that he will see greater things: "Most assuredly, I say to you, hereafter you 

will see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man." 

 

"You will see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on the Son of Man." 

Jesus tells Nathanael that he will see Jacob's ladder. 

 

When does this happen? There are few times in the New Testament that the heavens open and God 

speaks from above, from the top, while the Son is down below, at the bottom. There's Jesus' 

Baptism, but Nathanael isn't there. There's the Transfiguration, but Nathanael isn't there, either. No, 

Jesus is speaking of something else that Nathanael will see: He's speaking of when heaven will be 

opened for Nathanael. 

 

He's speaking of the cross. The gates of heaven have been closed to man since the Fall of man into 

sin, and sinners have been shut out because of their unholiness. There is only one way for those gates 

to be flung wide open again: A perfect sacrifice must be made. And Jesus has come to make the 

perfect sacrifice. 

 

So Nathanael sees Jacob's ladder, but it isn't quite as impressive as it was in Jacob's dream. It has one 

rung; and when the Savior places His hands upon it, man drives nails through His palms to keep Him 

there. God is at the bottom of the ladder, on the lowest, only rung; and the splendor of heaven looks 

very far away. 

 

But the cross is the greater thing that Nathanael sees. God is at the top of that ladder, judging His 

Son for the sin and guilt of all the world. And God is at the bottom of the ladder, suffering for the 

sins of the world at the hand of His Father. And by His perfect sacrifice, the gates of heaven are 

opened for the world, for all nations. 

 

After His resurrection, Jesus will send Nathanael and the rest of the apostles into the world, to all 

nations-after He gives them the keys to the kingdom of heaven. By those keys, the gates of heaven 

will be thrown wide open for all who believe. 

 

II. God at the Top and Bottom 

 

We continue in the apostolic church, making use of those keys to unlock the gates of heaven. It's a 

message that this world desperately needs to hear, because the sufferings of this world are far worse 

than a stone for a pillow. It is, inevitably, a world of sickbeds and guilt, depression and grief; as a 

Christian in this world, you must have your share of these, too, along with the attendant troubles of 

insomnia, worry and despair. Perhaps you do not encounter these now. But you will. 

 

No matter the face it paints on itself, this is a world that is dying and in need of salvation-with 

nothing that it can do about it. To this world with nothing, we proclaim greater things: We proclaim 

God at the top and the bottom. We declare that almighty God, the Creator of heaven and earth, 

became flesh and died in order to redeem His people. God at the top becomes flesh and wades into 



43001043 John 1 43-51 From the Top (TJP) – page 3 

www.scholia.net 

the muck and mire at the bottom of the ladder in this world. He goes to the very bottom, suffering 

judgment for the sins of all, before He rises again with life and forgiveness for all who believe. 

 

This is core of the Gospel, the Good News and greater thing that we proclaim to the world. 

 

And here is the problem: Because of sin, people either want God at the top or God at the bottom. But 

they do not want God at both. This is the sin that John seeks to refute throughout John 1, and really 

throughout his Gospel and epistles; it is a sin that remains rife in the world today. 

 

Some people like to have God at the top: They preach Him only as almighty, all-powerful, glorious 

and strong as He looks down upon this world and you. The idea is that if God is so glorious, 

powerful and strong all the time, then His followers' lives will be glorious, powerful and strong. It 

sounds attractive, but it will always lead to one of a couple of paths, neither of which will save. 

Why? Because if God is only so glorious and holy, we have to figure out what such a glorious God 

does about our sin. 

 

One solution is a supreme arrogance: The almighty, glorious God acts according to our rules and 

preferences. It sounds absurd, because it is; but it's the prevalent teaching of our day: God is great 

and out there, and whatever you believe about Him is true. He loves you just the way you are, and 

He wants you to be happy. Therefore, do and believe whatever you want about Him, and God will be 

pleased. All roads lead to heaven; Jacob's ladder is an elevator lifting all people, whatever they 

believe, to eternity. The Lord is so holy and mighty and powerful that He says to you, "I'll be 

whatever you finite sinners want me to be. I don't care." Frankly, this is the stuff of pop religion, 

ludicrous to anyone who takes God seriously. 

 

The other solution is fear. Almighty, holy God sets the standards for His people, and you'd better 

live up to them as well. You'd better get to work. You'd better get to works. Jacob's ladder is going 

to be a long, exhausting climb for you. Keep on climbing, and maybe you'll make it. Maybe not. 

 

This is what happens if God is only at the top: People will teach either that He's permissive and loves 

you just the way you are, or that He's strict and demanding. But here's the thing: This is no comfort 

to you on the sickbed, struggling with guilt, in depression or when you're grief-stricken. Such 

conditions quickly destroy the fairy tale that almighty God is pleased with you just the way you are. 

And if He's so strict and demanding, what are you going to do earn His favor when you're sick and 

despondent? 

 

No, when you are convicted of your sin by guilt or depression or sickness or grief, God at the top 

alone is no comfort. That is why we proclaim a greater thing than "just" an almighty God in heaven: 

Truly, truly I say to you: Today you will see the heavens opened. 

 

If they don't like to see God at the top, many people do like to see God at the bottom. It is often 

taught that Jesus is more of a good friend than anything else. He's an example and role model more 

than anything; and, being a nice guy, He's in no position to judge. Once again, this leads down one 

of two paths, neither of which offers salvation. 

 

Just like before with God at the top, there's the path of a false self-righteousness, teaching that you 

can pretty much do whatever you want. Jesus, your good buddy, knows your weaknesses and 

failures; and because He knows how weak you are and how hard you try, He's not going insist that 

you be perfect or holy. Therefore, just keep trying. Do what you think is best for you, whether or not 
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the Lord calls it sin. Just keep trying to climb Jacob's ladder as you can, because Jesus is a friend of 

yours. 

 

Or, just maybe, there's the path that leads to fear. If Jesus is just a good friend and example, what 

good is He as a Savior? It's up to you, so you better get to work. You better get to works. Keep on 

climbing Jacob's ladder in the footsteps of Jesus, and you might be okay. 

 

This may seem sensible on your average day, but once again it is no comfort when reality sets in-

there is no comfort here when you suffer from guilt, sickness, depression or grief. Again, such 

sufferings quickly erode the thought that Jesus is just all right with you; and when you suffer such 

tribulation, the effort of trying to follow His example will be more impossible than ever. 

 

That is why, in such times, we proclaim a greater thing than just God at the bottom: Truly, truly I say 

to you: Today you will see the heavens opened. 

 

This is literally true: The heavens are opened for you today. The Son of God came down to earth 

from heaven-God at the top came down to the bottom and became flesh. He lived a perfect life for 

you, then He climbed that cross-shaped ladder and suffered God's wrath for your sin-the wrath 

which your current suffering hint at. By His death, He opened the gates of heaven for the world; and 

when He gave the keys of the kingdom to the apostles, He opened those gates for you. 

 

At your Baptism, you were washed with water and the Word, in the name of the Triune God. Heaven 

and earth came together at the font, and there God declared, "For the sake of My beloved Son who 

went to the cross for you, you are now My beloved Son and heir to the kingdom of heaven. You will 

suffer as your pilgrimage continues in the world, but your destination is certain and eternal life 

awaits." This is true for you, from God at the top and bottom, who washed you clean with earthly 

water and heavenly Word. 

 

In the Absolution, God declares to you that you are forgiven for all of your sins. If you are forgiven 

for all of your sins, then the gates of heaven are flung wide open for you. 

 

At the Lord's Supper, heaven and earth come together once again. The Son of God made flesh-who 

died, rose and ascended into heaven-gives you His body and blood for the forgiveness of sins. This 

is your foretaste of the feast to come, when you are delivered from sin and all of its manifestations. 

Here you sing with angels, archangels and all the company of heaven, because the Lord Jesus Christ 

has climbed onto that ladder and died to make you His. 

 

This is your comfort in guilt, sickness, grief and depression. Such sufferings at root are the result of 

sin, horrid confirmations of the reality of this world-apart from Christ, you're at rock bottom, and 

you cannot make the climb. So God at the top has gone to the bottom to redeem you from your sin; 

and now, in His means of grace, He opens heaven for you. He will raise you up to life everlasting. 

 

It is difficult to see the heavens open, especially during suffering. Then again, after the dream, Jacob 

only saw a stone for a pillow; and Nathanael saw only a guy from Nazareth. But even if the skies are 

encased in an iron blanket of the darkest storm clouds, heaven is opened to you today with this news: 

You are forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. 

Amen. 


