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“Would You Follow?”

“And he said to them, ‘Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.’”

It’s a beautiful spring day, and you’re in the front yard working in your flower beds when three sets of visitors
approach:

· Two young men in white shirts and dark ties with name tags identifying themselves as elders in the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, wanting to know if you’d like to learn about the teachings
of The Book of Mormon.

· Two well-dressed individuals asking if you’d like a copy of the Watchtower, the official publication of
Jehovah’s Witnesses.

· A bearded man wearing sandals and speaking in a strange accent who issues a strange invitation:
“Follow me.”

What would you do?

Chances are that you would politely thank the LDS missionaries and the Jehovah’s Witnesses, but decline their
invitations.  But what about the third visitor?  What are you to make of him and his odd words?  Would you
quickly go inside, lock the doors, and call the police; or is there something about him that makes his words and
invitation different from your other visitors that day?

The Gospel don’t mention any other visitors to the fishermen brothers on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, but
they do note how they respond when a bearded man wearing sandals approaches them: “Immediately they left
their nets and followed him.” (Matthew 4:20).  The man in question is, of course, Jesus of Nazareth, whose
ministry begins immediately following the arrest of John the Baptist.  Before his encounter and invitation to the
brothers (Simon and Andrew, James and John), Jesus had withdrawn to Galilee when he “heard that John had
been arrested.” (4:12).  The word “arrested” literally means “hand over, betray, deliver up.”  It is the same
word used for Judas’ act of betrayal and for God’s act of delivering Jesus up for our sins.  It reflects the picture
of the Suffering Servant in Isaiah, whom “the LORD delivered up for our sins.” (Isaiah 53:6).  Matthew develops
a picture of Jesus as one who responds to aggression in a non-violent withdrawal, which will be repeated later
in this Gospel:

· “You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’  But I say to you, do not
resist the evildoer.  But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone
wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile,
go also the second mile.  Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to
borrow from you.” – 5:38-42.

· “Put your sword back into its place; for all who take the sword will perish by the sword.  Do you think
that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once send more than twelve legions of angels?  But
how then would the scriptures be fulfilled, which say it must happen in this way?” – 26:52-53.

Leaving Nazareth, Jesus settles in Capernaum, the home of Peter and Andrew.  Its location “in the territory of
Zebulun and Naphtali” (two of the Twelve Tribes of Israel) is significant in that it fulfills the words spoken by
Isaiah:



· “But there will be no gloom for those who were in anguish.  In the former time he brought into
contempt the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the latter time he will make glorious the
way of the sea, the land beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the nations.  The people who walking in
darkness have seen a great light; those who lived in a land of deep darkness – on them light has
shined.” – Isaiah 9:1-2.

It is while he is in Capernaum that Jesus issues the opening proclamation of his ministry: “Repent, for the
kingdom of heaven has come near.” (4:17).  The statement is an imperative (“repent”) that is based on an
indicative (“for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”).  To “repent” (metanoeo) means literally to “change
one’s mind.”  The word does not picture sorrow or remorse, but a change in the direction of one’s life.  The
basis for this call repentance is the dawning of the “kingdom of heaven,” the active rule of God, the
eschatological kingdom that is already breaking in with the appearance of Jesus.

The first act of Jesus’ ministry is to call disciples, who will form the nucleus of the messianic community that is
the Church.  Jesus’ call to discipleship is similar to the call of the Lord that uprooted the prophets from their
ordinary existence:

· “[Elisha] returned from following [Elijah], took the yoke of oxen, and slaughtered them; using the
equipment from the oxen, he boiled their flesh, and gave it to the people, and they ate.  Then he set
out and followed Elijah, and became his servant.” – 1 Kings 19:21.

· “Then Amos answered Amaziah, ‘I am no prophet, nor a prophet’s son; but I am a herdsman, and a
dresser of sycamore trees, and the LORD took me from following the flock, and the LORD said to me,
“Go, prophesy to my people Israel.”’” – Amos 7:14-15.

Matthew tells us nothing about the backgrounds of the fishermen brothers that might have attracted Jesus to
them, nothing about their talents or qualifications that made them stand out as suitable candidates for
discipleship.  As often happens throughout Scripture, God “called ordinary people right in the middle of their
ordinary lives to be in relationship with the ordinary people around them and through that did extraordinary
things.” (David Lose).  All the initiative is on Jesus.  Jesus comes to Simon and Andrew; they do not come to
him.  He sees them; they do not see him.  He speaks; they do not.  

Jesus’ call is both a command and a promise: “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people” (4:19).  It is a
command and an invitation for them to become disciples, a call to participate in Jesus’ divine mission to
humanity.  It is a call that God has issued to persons through the centuries, and their response has been varied:

· When God called Abram (later known as Abraham) to “go from your country and your kindred and your
father’s house to the land that I will show you” (Genesis 12:1), Abram’s response was that he “went, as
the LORD had told him” (12:4).

· On the other hand, when God calls Moses to go “to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of
Egypt” (Exodus 3:10), Moses responds with a series of questions that show his reluctance to accept the
call of the Lord, finally pleading “O my Lord, please send someone else.” (4:13).

· When God called Jonah to “’go at once to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their
wickedness has come up before me’ … Jonah set out to flee to Tarshish from the presence of the LORD.”
(Jonah 1:2).  But Jonah’s encounter with a certain “large fish” deposited him back on the seashore,
where the Lord calls him a second time to “go to Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim to it the
message that I tell you.” (3:2).

The response of the fishermen brothers is like the response of Abram: without a word, “immediately they left
their nets and followed him.”  The second set of brothers that Jesus encounters and calls – James and John, the
sons of Zebedee – respond in similar fashion: “Immediately they left their boat and their father, and followed



him.” (4:22).  The clearly recognize in Jesus’ words something that is different from the words spoken by
others, as people responded to the Sermon on the Mount when they were “astounded at his teaching, for he
taught them as one having authority, and not as their scribes.” (7:28-29).  They recognize Jesus’ words as the
very Word of God which is “trustworthy and true” (Revelation 21:5), the Word that is “a lamp to my feet and a
light to my path.” (Psalm 119:105).  The walk in the footsteps of Abraham who was able to trust in God
through the gift of faith that is “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” (Hebrews
11:1).  These four fishermen become the first disciples of Jesus as he “went throughout Galilee, teaching in
their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and curing every disease and every sickness
among the people.” (4:23).  They become the witnesses to his acts of healing that illustrate the power and
mercy that are present within the kingdom of heaven, where all people experience “the initiative and grace of
the messianic representative of God’s people.” (Eugene Boring).  Along with all who accept Jesus’ invitation to
discipleship, they will be witnesses to his death and resurrection and sent forth by the Risen Lord to “make
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and
teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.” (28:19-20).  They will call others into “the
messianic community, the church, [that] comes into being in response to Christ’s own word.”

The fishermen brothers answer Jesus’ call without hesitation, but they did so at great cost.  They left behind
their nets, their families, their coworkers, and everything that was safe and familiar in order to follow this
stranger on an unknown path.  Their acceptance of Jesus’ invitation was an acceptance of what Dietrich
Bonhoeffer identifies as “costly grace,” that which all potential followers of Jesus must accept when they
accept his call to discipleship:

· “Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus
Christ.  It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is grace because it gives a man the only true life. 
It is costly because it condemns sin and grace because it justifies the sinner.  Above all, it is costly
because it cost God the life of his Son: ‘ye were bought at a price,’ and what has cost God much cannot
be cheap for us.  Above all, it is grace because God did not reckon his Son too dear a price to pay for
our life, but delivered him up for us.  Costly grace is the Incarnation of God.” – The Cost of Discipleship.

Jesus’ invitation is accompanied by a promise: “I will make you fish for people.”  The call to be “fishers of
people” is to invite and gather people into a relationship with Jesus and with one another, a relationship that
Jesus will call the “church” when he declares to Simon that “you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my
church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it.” (16:18).  The word “church” (ekklesia) literally
means “called out” and was used in Hellenistic Greek for the local political assembly (“for the assembly was in
confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together.” – Acts 19:32).  Jesus uses the word to
identify the people who have been “called out” of the world to be the renewed people of God, “the assembly
of all believers among whom the gospel is purely preached and the holy sacraments are administered according
to the gospel.” (Augsburg Confession).  As “fishers of people,” the disciples are being called to invite others into
this assembly of disciples, into relationship with Jesus, each other, and those who will accept our Lord’s
invitation to discipleship in every generation.

We are gathered today as the descendants of the first disciples who answered Jesus call to follow him.  We are
the church which is the assembly of God’s people who were called out of the world to embody the love of God
that is ours in Jesus Christ, to “become as it were a Christ to the other that we may be Christs to one another
and Christ may be the same in all, that is, that we may be truly Christians.” (Martin Luther, The Freedom of a
Christian).  There are many ways in which we came to be in this particular assembly: some of us were born into
families who have worshipped at Zion for generations; some of us came into this assembly when we moved to
Stratford; some of us came to find a church home in this place; and in my case I came here because I was
issued a Letter of Call invite me to serve among you as your pastor.  But no matter how we came into this
assembly, each of us became a part of the assembly the is the Church of Jesus Christ when we were claimed by



God in the waters of Holy Baptism, in which we are “reborn children of God and made members of the church,
the body of Christ.”  In baptism, we are “united with all the baptized in the one body of Christ, anointed by the
gift of the Holy Spirit, and joined in God’s mission for the life of the world.” (ELW Holy Baptism).  We are called
by Christ to a life of discipleship, to “let your light so shine before others that they may see your good works
and glorify your Father in heaven” as we also become “fishers of people” who call others into the relationship
that we share as the Church, the assembly of the disciples of Christ.

· “Jesus issues the same call to us – to be in genuine and real relationships with the people around us,
and to be in those relationships the way Jesus was and is in relationship with his disciples and with us:
bearing one another’s burdens, caring for each other and especially the vulnerable, holding onto each
other through thick and thin, always with the hope and promise of God’s abundant grace.  Sometimes
that call – to be in Christ-shaped relationship with others – will take us far from home and sometimes it
will take shape in and among the persons right around us.  But it will always involve persons – not
simply a mission or a movement, but actual, flesh and blood persons.  Jesus called ordinary people
right in the middle of their ordinary lives to be in a relationship with the ordinary people all around
them and through that did extraordinary things – and still does.” – David Lose.

We may not encounter Jesus approaching us in our front yards; but we do encounter our Lord whenever we
gather in this assembly, for we believe that the word that we hear spoken among us is God’s living Word calling
us to follow our Saviour as his disciples.  We believe that “Jesus calls us [present tense] … saying, ‘Christian,
follow me.”  Jesus continues to call us to follow him, which often means leaving behind what is safe and
familiar so that we might walk with Jesus and invite others into this journey.  It means that Jesus calls us “from
the worship of the vain world’s golden store, from each idol that would keep us, saying, ‘Christian, love me
more.’” It means that we renounce “the devil and all the forces that defy God … the powers of this world that
rebel against God … [and] the ways of sin that draw you from God” so that we might embrace a life the is
devoted to serving God and walking as a child of the light.  It means leaving behind the former ways in which
we have looked upon each other in order to see each person through the “grace-healed eyes” that our Lord
Jesus Christ has given to us; as St. Paul teaches in his second letter to the Corinthians,

· “From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once knew
Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way.  So if anyone is in Christ, there
is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!  All this is from
God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of reconciliation…” – 2
Corinthians 5:16-18.

As we look around this assembly today, we see people who are very familiar to us as well as some who are not
as well known.  We see people who have been central in our lives, and people whom we have recently met. 
We see people who have been a blessing to us, and perhaps people whose mere presence causes us
discomfort or distress.  But no matter how our human eyes may see them, Jesus calls us to see each person for
who they truly are: a beloved child of God, one for whom Christ gave his live, fellow disciples of Christ who our
Lord has gathered into this assembly so that together we might answer his call to shine the light of Christ
before all people, to be his Church that makes known the love of God here in this place.

As Jesus called the fisherman brothers “by the Galilean lake,” Jesus continues to call us to “follow me.”  

Will you follow? Amen.


