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Nathanael (aka Bartholomew) – The Guileless One  

Key Passages:  

Who is your best friend?  

What qualities does your best friend have?  

In all four lists of the Apostles, you will not find Nathanael. (Matthew 10:2-4, Mark 3:16-19, 
Luke 6:14-16, and Acts 1:1-13) Why is this? He is referred to as Bartholomew. Remember our 
discussions on the significance of names during the days of Christ? What does Bartholomew 
mean? Most likely this name is Aramaic and would have been spelled a bit different than how we 
do so in English. The Aramaic translates as Bar-Talmai. Any guesses about what this means?  

The name Bartholomew is an Aramaic patronym meaning “son of Tolmai/Talmai” or “son of 
Ptolemy” (“bar” is Aramaic for “son of”). A patronym could function as a person’s proper name; 
other biblical examples are Barnabas and Barabbas. However, patronyms more often served as 
surnames that specified people by using the name of their father (e.g., Peter is called Simon 
Barjona in Matt 16:17).1  

The Synoptic Gospels list him immediately after Philip, perhaps suggesting that the two were 
somehow affiliated. MacArthur believes that they were close friends, maybe even best friends?  
His name also follows Philip’s in the book of Acts, though not immediately.  

Only John calls him Nathanael, and then he is only mentioned in two places. (John 1:43-51 and 
John 21:2) John never refers to him as Bartholomew. Only Nathanael. What do you think 
Nathanael means? “Given by God” or “Gift of God” - Because patronyms like Bartholomew 
were more commonly used as surnames, this view suggests the disciple’s full name is Nathanael 
Bartholomew. Let’s read John 1:43-51 and John 21:1-2.  

This is all the information we are given in the Bible concerning Nathanael, but this is enough to 
provide some important information. What stands out to you about tonight’s Apostle?  

1. He was a friend of Philip 
2. The truth of Scripture was important to Nathanael, otherwise, Philip would not have 

made a point to mention that he had found the Messiah.  
3. Because of this, it is highly likely that he and Philip came to the wilderness to listen and 

learn from who? John the Baptizer.  
4. Nathanael had a prejudice. What was it and what proof from the text do we have? “Can 

anything good come out of Nazareth?” 
5. From the text, how can we say that Jesus already knew the character of this man? (See 

also John 2:23-25) What does Jesus mean concerning his character. Nathanael was pure 
hearted from the very beginning.  
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Bartholomew in Tradition 

The 13th-century Syrian Christian Bar Hebraeus identified Bartholomew as Jesus Bartholomew 
rather than Nathanael. According to the church historian Eusebius (AD 260–340), Bartholomew 
eventually took the gospel to India (others report that he took the gospel as far as Armenia). 
Eusebius also records that Bartholomew was responsible for the Gospel of Matthew, originally 
written in Hebrew. According to the noncanonical Martyrdom of Bartholomew, he was killed by 
drowning (though another tradition has him crucified). 

 

 

 


