Pre:


We are in the season of Epiphany, which is a season of discovering who Jesus is and why he came.  We saw him at his baptism, which was also his commissioning for ministry. We saw him in the wilderness, tempted by the devil. And now we see him emerging into the world to do the work that he had come here to accomplish. 


John the Baptist was his cue. John was the one preparing the way, getting the attention of the people and setting the stage for Jesus’ arrival. But John’s ministry was brief, and transitional. Now John has been arrested. His ministry is complete. So Jesus knows it is now his time to act. 


So, in today’s story, Jesus’ ministry begins in earnest with his own preaching and with the calling of the first disciples. 


In this story you will hear Matthew’s summary of two of Jesus’ sermons. One is a sermon preached to the general public, and the other is a sermon preached directly to certain individuals that Jesus is inviting to become his disciples.  The sermon to the individuals provides the practical application of the general message. 

These two sermons invite two epiphanies. One is the aha that we have talked about before. The light bulb goes on, and you realize who Jesus is. And the second aha comes a bit later, when you realize that knowing who Jesus is, is not just about information. It’s about transformation.  

Follow Me

Matthew 4:12-22


In 1983, Steve Jobs realized that Apple Computers had grown too big for him to manage alone. His expertise was in computer design and creativity, but he didn’t know that much about leading a large corporation. He began a search for a seasoned executive to come in and manage Apple’s daily operations. 


He turned to John Sculley, who was a senior vice president at Pepsi. Sculley was in charge of Pepsi’s worldwide marketing. Everyone expected him to rise even higher in the Pepsi hierarchy. At the time he agreed to have dinner with Steve Jobs, he wasn’t looking to leave Pepsi. Indeed, why would he leave the fast track headed toward senior leadership in a Fortune 500 company, to take a smaller salary and move to assume full responsibility for what was then an upstart, west coast computer company? 


During dinner John Sculley laid out all the reasons why he didn’t want to leave Pepsi. And Steve Jobs just listened. Then he leaned across the table and said, “John, what are you doing with your life? Are you going to spend it making colored sugar water, or are you going to come to Apple Computer and change the world?”


Well, the rest is history. John Sculley went to work for Apple Computer. And he stayed there for about a decade. (paraphrased from Wilton, C, 86)


I like that story, for one thing, because it’s true, and also because it shows what a powerful challenge it is be invited to help change the world. 


Now, you know I’m not here to talk computers. So listen to what Jesus said to Simon and Andrew, “What are you doing with your life? Are you going to spend it mending smelly fish nets, or are you going to come with me and change the world?” 


Well, that’s a paraphrase of course. But that’s what the call really is—to fish for people really means to change the world.  

The call to follow Jesus is a call to change the world. 


We need to see that call in the context of Jesus’ first sermon, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 


The kingdom of heaven has come near. The kingdom of heaven is the same thing as the kingdom of God. And kingdom means (what?) – God’s reign.  God’s in charge here, so repent and get ready to be a part of God’s kingdom. 


To repent means to turn around. To turn away from one thing and toward another.  Usually we talk about this as turning away from sin and to God. Which is accurate. But even that is not a big enough thought.  It’s not just about giving up the bad habits and destructive things that we do. It certainly is that! But repentance is really a total re-orientation of life.  To repent is to turn away from our own understanding about how to live in this world, and to learn from God a new way of life.  Getting to know Jesus is not just about information. It’s about transformation.  

To get a more specific view of this, let’s take a look at Jesus’ second sermon, the one he preached very directly to the fishermen: “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.”

Four fishermen: Simon (whom we know as Peter), Andrew, James and John. 


Matthew’s story is very brief, yet he gives us some very important details about these men. They come from families. Peter and Andrew are brothers; James and John are brothers, and their father is Zebedee. They have families. And they have jobs. We would call them small businessmen—and their business is commercial fishing.  Their families and their work are intertwined. They are modestly comfortable, economically speaking. They have a decent income but not necessarily a lot to spare. 


They are not what you would likely think of as “sinners” in the same sense as many of the people who came to be baptized by John the Baptist.  These are decent upstanding folks. Yet, like everyone else they need to “repent” (turn around, be transformed) because the kingdom of heaven is near.  


For them, what it means to repent is contained in Jesus’ sermon to them: Follow me, Jesus said, and I will make you fish for people. 


Matthew wants us to notice that the call that these men receive from Jesus disrupts their family life and it disrupts their work. 


Or, you might say it reinterprets the meaning of both family and work. Bible commentator Tom Long says: “The kingdom of heaven doesn’t exist to serve the family; the family exists to serve the kingdom of heaven (See Matt. 10:34-39 and 12:46-50). The goal of the kingdom is not to serve us in being more effective and productive in our jobs. Our work is truly effective when it serves to express the will of God.” 


The call causes these four fishermen to turn away from family, away from work. At the same time it creates a new quality of relationships and a new vocation. When these fishermen leave their nets, they are still brothers—but now they are brothers doing the will of God together. And they are still fishermen—but now they are fishing for people.


The same is true for anyone who wants truly to be a follower of Jesus. The Kingdom of God is near. So near, you can almost taste it! And God’s reign will change everything. Starting with you. If you want to be a part of that kingdom, you must repent.  As it was for the four fishermen, there is something that you need to leave behind, and a new life that you need to live. 


Some will leave lucrative career opportunities and enter the ministry. Others will become missionaries or monks, or will enter into a ministry of music or drama or teaching. Those very visible occupations are only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to understanding Christian vocation, though. “Christians in millions of other walks of life regularly give up lifestyles and practices that look attractive and lucrative in order to maintain honesty, integrity, faith, hope and love” (Tom Wright, in loc) I was very interested, for instance when I read about a baseball player who did a very unusual thing this past week. He had been placed on injured reserve because of problems with his shoulder. He could have continued into this coming season, and collected his paycheck of $12 million. Most injured players do that very thing, and it’s quiet legal. It’s in their contract. Instead, 32 year old Gil Meche retired from baseball, and gave up that paycheck voluntarily, to keep his self-respect.  Here’s what he said about his decision: “Once I started to realize I wasn’t earning my money, I felt bad. I was making a crazy amount of money for not even pitching. Honestly, I didn’t feel like I deserved it. I didn’t want to have those feelings again.” (NY Times, Thursday, January 27, 2011, front page) Now, I don’t even know whether this man is a Christian or not, but this is the kind of decision that Christians are faced with. What to leave behind or set aside in order to live a life of integrity and faith, to follow Jesus. 


For most people this is a difficult turning. Because like those four fishermen, you have a life, you have a family, you are established in a certain way of life.  It’s difficult to let Jesus come in and reconstruct your life from the inside out. But this is the only way that you can follow Jesus. This is the kingdom of God we’re talking about. Jesus has to be in the lead. 

CS Lewis once made an interesting analogy about this transformation: It may be hard for an egg to turn into a bird: it would be a jolly sight harder for it to learn to fly while remaining an egg. We are like eggs at present. And you cannot go on indefinitely being just an ordinary, decent egg. We must be hatched or go bad.

It reminds me of the story of two caterpillars crawling around on the green grass. Just above them flies a beautiful butterfly. And one caterpillar says to the other, “You wouldn’t get me up in one of those things for a million bucks.” 


For eggs and caterpillars, transformation is a natural, instinctive process. For you and me it’s a choice. Either to stay in the familiar and comfortable way of life we’ve established, or to set that aside and follow Jesus. I pray that you will make the bold choice that Simon and Andrew, James and John made. I pray that you will come along and change the world. 
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