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“A Command and a Promise”

“From that time Jesus began to proclaim, ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.’”

“Wash up – supper is ready!”

Those words were a mixed message for me during my childhood.  My parents’ command to “wash up”
meant that playtime was over, that I had to come home and wash off all the dirt from the hours I spent
with friends after school.  But this command was connected to a promise: supper was on the table, and
since my mom was such a good cook it was always delicious.  Coming home and getting ready for dinner
wasn’t a choice, but I knew that it would result in something that would be most enjoyable.
Our lives are filled with these “mixed messages,” commands that are connected to promises, times
when we are summoned to prepare ourselves to receive something that will be most enjoyable or
beneficial:

· “Get dressed; we’re going to the movies.”
· “Clean your room; your friends are coming over.”
· “Wash the car; we’re going on vacation.”

From the very beginning of his ministry, Jesus’ preaching contained both a command and a promise:
“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” (Matthew 4:17).  Jesus first speaks these words
after several life-changing ordeals: his baptism by John in the Jordan River; his forty days of temptation
in the wilderness; and his reaction to the news that John the Baptist had been arrested (and
subsequently would be martyred).  The word “arrested” (paradidomi) means “hand over, betray, deliver
up.”  It is the same word used in Matthew for both Judas’ act of betrayal and for God’s act of delivering
Jesus up for human sins.  It reflects the picture of the Suffering Servant, whom “the Lord delivered up for
our sins.” (Isaiah 53:6).  This may help us understand Jesus’ reaction to this news: “he withdrew to
Galilee.  He left Nazareth and made his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and
Naphtali” (4:13).  In Matthew, “withdrew” (anachoreo) is used almost exclusively for Jesus’ response to
threats (“Now when Jesus heard [of John’s death], he withdrew from there by boat to a deserted place by
himself.” – 14:13).  It is not out of cowardice, self-preservation, or strategy that he withdraws, but rather
a representation of Jesus’ alternate vision of the kingdom, which is non-violent and non-retaliatory. 
Jesus chooses to respond to aggression in a non-retaliatory withdrawal, in keeping with his teaching in
the Sermon on the Mount:

· “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 an 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.

Jesus leaves his hometown of Nazareth and settles in Capernaum, the home of Peter and Andrew. 
According to Matthew, this choice was not arbitrary, but was to fulfill the prophecy of Isaiah which
speaks of a grand reversal that will occur in the latter days, when the spiritual darkness of Galilee will be
dispelled by the dawn of the new age when the ideal king appears:



· “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
walked 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.

The reference to “Galilee of the Gentiles” reflects the mixture of Jewish and Gentile cultures in this
region; it also reflects the turn toward the Gentiles that Matthew saw being realized in the history of the
church (“Go therefore and 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.). 
 
It is in this time and place that Jesus begins his public ministry with the proclamation that will include
both command and promise: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” (4:17).  “Kingdom”
refers to the active rule of God that is breaking in with the appearance of Jesus.  Jesus announces that
something has happened (the advent of the Messiah) and that this happening has brought near the final
arrival of God’s eschatological rule.

· “Jesus’ central teaching … was about God’s Kingdom.  For it is this theme of the kingdom which
integrates all of Jesus’ words and deeds … In his preaching Jesus was certain that God was about
to usher in his reign into the lives of men.  Hence Jesus called on them to repent, that is, to turn
in a new direction, to God.” – John Reumann, Jesus in the Church’s Gospels.

This reality of the imminence of the Kingdom of God is the basis for Jesus’ call to repentance.  “Repent”
(metanoeo) in Matthew means literally to “change one’s mind,” but also has overtones of its Hebrew
counterpart “turn, return,” a standard Jewish and prophetic means of reconciliation with God:

· “Yet even now, says the LORD, return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and
with mourning; rend your hearts and not your clothing.  Return to the LORD your God, for he is
gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from
punishing.” – Joel 2:12-13.

Jesus’ command to “repent” does not depict sorrow or remorse, but a change in the direction of one’s
life.  This new orientation is the response to the kingdom’s having “come near”; it is a command to
prepare oneself for the blessing that Jesus has come to proclaim and to accomplish for all people: “For
Matthew, the kingdom of God was not an ideal, a principle, or an abstraction, but was definitely revealed
and embodied in the life and ministry of Jesus.” (M. Eugene Boring).

For Martin Luther, repentance was more than something we do at the beginning of Sunday worship or
when we express remorse for a transgression.  Luther begins his famous 95 Theses (formally titled
“Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences”) by stating that “when our Lord and Master,
Jesus Christ, said, ‘Repent,’ He called for the entire life of believers to be one of penitence.”  Luther
expanded on this teaching in The Freedom of a Christian (1520), in which he identifies Jesus’ command
and promise as an example of the Word of God which is both law and Gospel:

· “Christ, like his forerunner John, not only said, ‘Repent,” but also added the word of faith,
saying, ‘the kingdom of heaven is at hand.’  We are not to preach only one of these words of
God, but both; we are to bring forth out of our treasure things new and old, the voice of the law
as well as the word of grace.  We must bring forth the voice of the law that men may be made to



fear and come to a knowledge of their sins and so be converted to repentance and a better life. 
But we must not stop with that, for that would only amount to wounding and not binding up,
smiting and not healing, killing and not making alive, leading down into hell and not bringing
back again, humbling and not exalting.  Therefore we must also preach the word of grace and
the promise of forgiveness by which faith is taught and aroused.  Without this word of grace the
works of the law, contrition, penitence, and all the rest are done and taught in vain.”

This pattern of command and promise, of law and gospel, continues with Jesus’ call of his first disciples,
in which he calls two sets of brothers – Simon and Andrew, James and John – and commands them to
“follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” (4:19).  The call of these first disciples is modeled on the
call of Elisha by Elijah (“Then he set out and followed Elijah, and became his servant.” – 1 Kings 19:21)
and the prophet Amos (“the LORD took me from following the flock, and the LORD said to me, ‘Go,
prophesy to my people Israel.’” – Amos 7:15); “Just as Yahweh uprooted these prophets from their
ordinary existence, so also Jesus represents the divine initiative in calling persons to discipleship.” (M.
Eugene Boring).  But while Jesus’ call to discipleship is similar to the tradition of the Hebrew Scriptures, it
is different from Jewish tradition in which rabbis did not seek out students but were sought by
applicants; all the initiative here is with Jesus, who comes to Simon and Andrew and speaks to them, a
call that is again a command and a promise. “Follow me” is the command for them to become disciples,
differing from the invitation to discipleship in John’s Gospel (“He said to them, ‘Come and see.’  They
came and saw where he was staying, and they remained with him on that day.” – John 1:39).  The
command is followed by the promise that “I will make you fish for people,” which is the promise of a new
life in which they will participate in God’s saving mission to humanity.

· “Not ‘emissaries of the kingdom’ or ‘heralds of God’ or ‘disciples of the Messiah’ or ‘witnesses of
the divine’ or even ‘the first Christians,’ but rather fishers of people.  All of those other things
may have been implied or may eventually come to be, but what strikes me is that Jesus is calling
these first disciples not into work but into relationship … in order to care for our neighbors, both
those people who happen to be all around us and especially those who are in need.” – David
Lose.

Both sets of brothers respond to Jesus’ command and promise without hesitation: “Immediately they
left their nets and followed him.” (4:20).  They hear in Jesus’ words both aspects of his call: the command
that one is required to obey in order to become a disciple of Christ, and the promise which offers
blessings that far exceed anything that one might have sacrificed in obedience to Christ’s call.  Jesus’ first
miracle is his powerful word that creates following, that makes disciples.

· “The address ‘follow me’ is in the imperative, but the indicative of the divine initiative is
fundamental.  The fishermen are already at work, already doing something useful and
important, thus they are not looking for a new life.  Jesus’ call does not fill an obvious vacuum or
meet an obvious need in their lives, but, like the call of the prophets in the Hebrew Bible, it is
intrusive and disruptive, calling them away from work and family.  The divine sovereignty is
clothed in the call to human response … ‘Discipleship is not an offer man makes to Christ.  It is
only the call which creates the situation.’” – Boring.

God’s Word continues to come to us as both command and promise.  We are called in Holy Baptism to
let the light of Christ shine before others, to renounce allegiance to all other gods and anything that
would draw us away from God, to focus on God’s Holy Word as “a lamp unto our feet and a light unto
our path.” (Psalm 119:105).  We are called and commanded to cast aside our own desires and agendas



so that what we pray might be fulfilled: “Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven,”
believing that the promise of the Kingdom of God comes about “whenever our Heavenly Father gives us
his Holy Spirit, so that through the Holy Spirit’s grace we believe God’s holy word and live godly lives here
in time and hereafter in eternity.” (Small Catechism).  We have been gathered together to be “a chosen
race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, in order that you may proclaim the mighty acts
of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9).  We are called and
commanded to follow our Lord in the way of the Cross, knowing that though the road may be perilous
and our task difficult, we have that sure and certain hope that “the steadfast love of the LORD  never
ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.”
(Lamentations 3:22-23).  We trust in the promise of our Risen Lord that “I am with you always, to the
end of the age” (Matthew 28:20), and that nothing “will be able to separate us from the love of God in
Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8:39).  We know that the grace that is at the heart of the promise that
accompanies the command to discipleship is a “costly grace” which cost Jesus his life and comes with
costs for all who follow his path; yet it is this “costly grace” which offers us the promise that will never
be broken and the treasure that will never be taken away:

· “Costly grace is the sanctuary of God; it has to be protected from the world, and not thrown to
the dogs.  It is therefore the living word, the Word of God, which he speaks as it pleases him. 
Costly grace confronts us as a gracious call to follow Jesus, it comes as a word of forgiveness to
the broken spirit and the contrite heart.  Grace is costly because it compels a man to submit to
the yoke of Christ and follow him; it is grace because Jesus says: ‘My yoke is easy and my burden
is light.’” – Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship.

It is necessary for us to hear both the command and the promise in our Lord’s call to us as the Church if
we are to be faithful and hope-filled in our life together.  If I had only heard “wash up” as a child without
the promise that “supper is ready,” it would have come across as onerous and capricious.  If, on the
other hand, I had only heard that dinner was on the table, I wouldn’t have learned what I needed to be
properly prepared to receive this gift.  We need to continue to hear and obey God’s command for us as
God’s holy people, knowing that the command will always be accompanied by the promise that we will
be blessed so that we might be a blessing to others, that we will have the privilege of being “fishers of
people” so that all may know the blessings that God seeks to bestow on all who would follow him.

· “Jesus called ordinary people right in the middle of their ordinary lives to be in relationship with
the ordinary people all around them and through that did extraordinary things … and he still
does.” – Lose.

Jesus continues to call us to follow him, and promises to all who obey this command that “the power at
work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory
in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for ever and ever.” (Ephesians 3:20-21).  In Jesus’
command and promise is our call, our hope, our life and our salvation!

Amen.


