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Come blessed Spirit into our hearts and enlighten our understanding with your 

heavenly light; purge away all dross and unite us in your love, for Jesus’ sake. 

Amen. 

Today we celebrate St Bartholomew, Apostle and Martyr. The actual Festival 

Date falls tomorrow 24 August; but as many of you will not be in church 

tomorrow we do best to remember St Bartholomew today. Today we will also 

listen as the choir sings the hymn “How firm a foundation, you people of God.” 

This hymn made its first appearance in 1787 in a hymnal entitled, “Selection of 

Hymns” published by Dr John Rippon pastor of Carter’s Lane Baptist Church 

London. Dr Rippon was pastor of this church for 63 years, even outdoing our 

first Incumbent Dean William Sowerby. I mention this hymn for the unusual 

acknowledgement. In Together in Song the author is simply listed with the 

letter ‘K’ and in brackets (? Richard Keen). As Richard Keen was the music 

director of Dr Rippon’s church it has been generally thought that he was the 

author. Trying to figure out the identity of a person can sometimes cause 

difficulties. Which brings me to mention the subject of our Festival today. You 

will have noticed that there is no mention of the name Bartholomew in the 

gospel or other readings today. Instead it is Nathanael whom we hear of who 

becomes a disciple of Jesus. But since the 9th C it is Bartholomew who is 

identified as Nathanael. There are a number of claims to confirm this 

interpretation to be true. In the Synoptic Gospels, Phillip and Bartholomew are 

always mentioned together. And it would appear that Bartholomew was not a 

given name but a family name. The ‘Catholic Almanac’ states the matter 

simply, that the Apostle Bartholomew’s full name was Nathanael 

Bartholomew. We can all relate to the two name saga that happens with many 

people who also prefer one name over another. 

The meeting that Jesus has with Nathanael is packed with much that can cause 

much reflection. To begin with it was not a good meeting as Phillip brings 

Nathanael to Jesus. But as you heard read there is a great sense of excitement 

on Philip’s part: “We have found him about whom Moses in the law and also 

the prophets wrote; Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth.”  
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But Nathanael doesn’t seem to share the same excitement as Philip. Instead he 

says: “Can anything good come out of Nazareth.” Obviously it wasn’t his 

hometown so why be bothered about it. We can all be a bit like this. We are all 

parochial. But Philip to his credit persists with this wonderful invitation: “Come 

and see.” As we often say, ‘the proof of the pudding is in the eating’. You will 

know elsewhere in Scripture the words: “Taste and see that the Lord is good.” 

There is nothing like a personal encounter no matter who the person may be. 

More importantly there can be nothing better than when a person comes into 

a personal relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ. And of course it is the Lord 

Jesus who sees into the heart of Nathanael and as he sees him says: “Here is 

truly an Israelite in whom is no deceit.” Here we see in what Jesus says an echo 

of the Jacob story in the OT, the one who was the deceiver, who does his 

brother out of a blessing by deceiving his dear old dad Isaac. It is the deceiver 

Jacob who is also given the name Israel. Yes, Nathanael may have been 

parochial but in Jesus’ eyes there was much that could be developed; and 

certainly like any would be disciple, if someone is willing to learn what it means 

to be a disciple then a miracle takes place. If you like, ‘heaven comes to earth.’  

Everyone of us, following in the steps Nathanael Bartholomew needs to take to 

heart all that God supplies us with in our life as followers of the Lord 

Jesus. In the last chapter of the Letter to the Ephesians here is what we 

need to finish the race. In a contemporary translation this is what we 

read: “God is strong, and he wants you strong. So take everything the 

Master has set out for you. Truth, righteousness, peace, faith and 

salvation. Learn how to apply them. You’ll need them throughout your 

life. God’s word is an indispensable weapon. In the same way, prayer is 

essential. Pray hard and long for your brothers and sisters. Keep your 

eyes open. Keep each other’s spirits up so that no one falls behind or 

drops out.” Not bad words are they! Of course when we think of heaven 

and earth meeting as Jesus proclaims we are reminded that we are not 

left alone to suddenly find all the materials for being good disciples. 
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No, God comes to us no matter what material God has to deal with. That is one 

of the reasons why I am encouraged with the opening canticle for MP on 

Wednesday morning - words from Ephesians ch 1: 

“Blessed are you, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ: for you have 

blessed us in Christ Jesus with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 

places. You chose us to be yours in Christ before the foundation of the 

world: that we should be holy and blameless before you. In love you 

destined us to be your children, through Jesus Christ: according to the 

purpose of your will, To the praise of your glorious grace: which you 

freely bestowed on us in the Beloved.” How does that make you feel! 

I trust too that today you will take great comfort and challenge from the hymn 

“How firm a foundation”. The words in this hymn can be taken to heart: 

“How firm a foundation, you people of God is laid for your faith in his 

excellent word”. “Fear not he is with you, and be not dismayed.” “When 

through the deep waters, he calls you to go, the rivers of grief shall not 

you overflow.” “When through fiery trials your pathway shall lie his 

grace all-sufficient shall be your supply.” Marvellous words aren’t thy! 

They put to rout any problem as to who wrote them. Similarly – 

Nathanael, Bartholomew. What’s in a name! More importantly what can 

we learn to do to be true disciples of the Lord? 

As you know it is presumed that Bartholomew was flayed alive – hence the 

title Apostle AND Martyr. Not a nice way to go! But for all who trust in 

the Saviour even death is not a barrier. That is why, particularly at 

funerals we hear those comforting words from Romans ch 8 that Paul 

wrote: “I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor 

rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, 

nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us 

from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” Let us pray: O Lord, since 

you graciously invite us to yourself, do not withdraw your invitation from 

us, however deaf we remain. Grant that I may be disciplined and open to 

your word, obeying you, not just for a single day, nor yet a few weeks, 

but to the end of my life, for the sake of Jesus Christ my Lord. Amen. 


