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Deciding to follow Jesus 
 
Isaiah 9:1-4 
Psalm 27:1, 4-9 
I Corinthians 1:10-18 
Matthew 4:12-23 
 
Text: Matthew 4:18-20 
As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon, who is called Peter, and 
Andrew his brother, casting a net into the lake—for they were fishermen. And he said to them, 
‘Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.’ Immediately they left their nets and followed 
him. 
 
Introduction 
We make dozens of decisions every day, some simple, some more complex. One internet source 
estimates that an adult makes about 35,000 conscious decisions each day; that seems high to me. 
Even so, according to researchers at Cornell University, we make 226.7 decisions each day on 
just food alone. Apparently, the human capacity to decide is alive and well. 
 
I invite you to reflect with me today on just one decision; according to the Bible the most 
important decision we will ever make in our lives.  Our gospel story today is of Jesus’ calling of 
these first disciples to follow him and of their decision to get up and follow.  I remember as a 
child in Sunday School singing the song, “I have decided to follow Jesus;” I remember the lines, 
“though no one join me, still I will follow, no turning back, no turning back.”  As we probe this 
story of these first people who decided to follow Jesus my prayer is that it will help us reflect on 
our own decision to follow. 
 
1. In the story, the immediacy of the decision by Peter and Andrew and James and John is 
striking; immediately they left their nets—the boat and their father left behind in the case of 
James and John—and followed him.  It seems rather sudden and severe.  Peter and Andrew are 
out from shore a little casting their nets and they bring them ashore and leave them there.  James 
and John are in the boat with their father preparing their nets for tomorrow’s fishing expedition 
and they simply drop their nets and go.  Does this seem a little impulsive to you?   
 
In John’s gospel we learn (last week’s reading) that Andrew was a disciple of John the Baptist 
and was introduced to Jesus by John—“Look, here is the Lamb of God!” John said in their 
hearing one day. (John 1:35-37)  Andrew then spent the better part of an afternoon talking with 
Jesus and was so taken by him that Andrew went and got his brother Peter and brought him to 
Jesus.   So this moment by the Sea of Galilee where they drop their nets isn’t the first time they 
have met Jesus. 
 
A little later on in Matthew’s gospel we read of Matthew’s own decision to follow Jesus.  “As 
Jesus was walking along, he saw a man called Matthew sitting at the tax booth; and he said to 
him, ‘Follow me.’ And he got up and followed him.”  Again, the immediacy is striking.  
Matthew was a tax collector in the town of Capernaum; it was a significant taxation centre 
because of its strategic position on a busy trade route.  Capernaum was also the town where Jesus 
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set up his mission headquarters so I think it safe to assume that Matthew has heard of Jesus or 
even heard Jesus preach.  Since the family fishing business of James and John was also in 
Capernaum I would think it safe to draw a similar conclusion.  In other words, not all of Jesus’ 
disciples were impulsive decision makers. 
 
The point I raise here is to say that however they came to their decision to follow Jesus—
whether they heard him preach, saw him in action healing people, heard about him from others, 
or had some time for direct personal conversation—on this one day they decided to get up and 
follow.  There is a moment every believer comes to when we say, “I will follow Jesus.”  I am on 
the road with him, not some other pursuit or purpose.  There is a moment to decide, “I belong to 
Jesus.”  To be sure, it is a decision that requires daily renewal.  But there is a starting point. 
 
If you were to interview each person in the congregation here today and ask about how they got 
started as a follower of Jesus you would find a wide variety of stories.  Some have no 
recollection of a time in their life when they did not believe.  Others had a more sudden 
experience akin to being awakened by an alarm clock.  Others still—akin to those who awaken 
slowly in the morning to the daylight—had a moment in their journey when they realized as they 
surveyed the accumulation of their experiences that, yes, they did believe.  And if any are here 
who have yet to get up and follow, this preacher will say, today is a good day to say yes. 
 
2. It isn’t only the immediacy of their following Jesus that strikes us about these disciples’ 
decision to follow; it’s also the ‘all-in’ manner of their following.  They left their nets, boats, 
their business and means of livelihood, and even their family behind to go to follow Jesus.  This 
seems severe to us as well.  It is true that these disciples who became the Apostles had a special 
role to play in the kingdom Jesus was proclaiming, and so they were called to a special ministry.  
But Jesus was always calling people to follow him in an “all-in” kind of way.  “Whoever loves 
father or mother more than me is not worthy of me;” said our Lord, “and whoever loves son or 
daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and whoever does not take up the cross and follow 
me is not worthy of me.”  (Matthew 10:37-38) 
 
The thing these followers understood and the point Jesus insisted upon in his call to follow is 
this; only Jesus can rightfully occupy his place in your life.  The work we do to earn a living is 
never denigrated by Jesus—he was carpenter for more of his life than a travelling preacher, his 
teaching was full of parables positively depicting farming and keeping of sheep, and not all 
disciples left their employment to follow him.  Jesus never denigrated family life—his first 
miracle was performed at a wedding, he reiterated the command to love father and mother, he 
healed Peter’s wife when she was ill, he raised his friend Lazarus from the dead and gave 
Lazarus back to his grieving sisters, and on the cross Jesus commissions John to care for his 
mother Mary.   These things, family and the work of earning a living, are goods but are only 
penultimate goods.  There is only one ultimate good and this is relationship with God; a 
relationship that is being offered in Jesus Christ through faith. 
 
The point Jesus makes and that these disciples embrace is there is only One worth following and 
they won’t find it in employment no matter how enjoyable, nor in family no matter how much 
we treasure and are treasured by family.  Keep in mind that following Jesus as the ultimate good 



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 3 26/01/20 

of our lives lifts and orders all these penultimate goods to be more than they could ever be 
otherwise. 
 
And this is Matthew’s point in how he introduces the story of the calling of these first disciples.  
His point is the wonder of the One who is commanding us to follow.  These calls to follow 
uttered by Jesus are imperatives, commands.  When Jesus said, for example, “Come to me, all 
you that are weary and carrying heavy burdens,” the voice of the verb is imperative, command.  
But when people hear his command to follow there is no sense that Jesus is being presumptive; 
that Jesus is overstepping his place in making such demands. 
 
Matthew cites the prophet Isaiah to describe Jesus’ ministry in Galilee; ‘the people who sat in 
darkness have seen a great light, and for those who sat in the region and shadow of death light 
has dawned.” When Matthew cites this part of what we know as Isaiah 9 it was understood by 
his hearers the he calls to mind the entire text in which the portion he cites is found; the section 
he quotes from is a prophesy of the righteous reign of the coming king.  The rest of the Isaiah 
prophesy includes, “For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon his 
shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 
Peace.”  Make no mistake, Matthew wants us to understand that this one, this mighty God, is this 
person Jesus who is calling people to follow him. 
 
When Matthew tells us that Jesus came preaching the good news of the kingdom the word 
translated ‘good news’ sounds attractive to us but falls short of the order of magnitude of what 
the word would mean as used by Matthew.  Good news in the Roman world is much more than 
the section of the newspaper dedicated to happier things.  The term ‘good news’ figures in the 
vocabulary of the Roman emperors; when emperors issued a message they were referred to by 
this word, ‘good news.’ The idea being that a word from the Emperor was a message of a change 
of the world for the better.  When the gospel writers adopt this word they mean to say that what 
the emperors, who pretend to be gods, illegitimately claim, really occurs here in the word of 
Jesus.  This is the real Lord of the world—the living God—making rightful claim on our lives. 
 
3. Sometimes we believers are a little shy about proclaiming the brilliance of the light that shone 
in Jesus Christ.  We have observed before how foundational a Christian understanding of life 
was to Western culture.  The project of modernity/enlightenment was the attempt to keep the 
structure but jettison the foundation.  Put in the terms of a story, the story the Bible tells us 
claims to be the story of God with His creatures; that is, it is both assumed and explicitly asserted 
that there is a true story about the universe because there is a universal novelist/historian. 
Modernity was defined by the attempt to live in a universal story without a universal storyteller.  
In the terms of Matthew’s gospel, Jesus Christ is the story. 
 
By the time Matthew writes his story of Jesus a lot of water has flowed under the bridge for these 
first followers of Jesus.  It is my conviction that Matthew’s gospel is written shortly before the 
destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 A.D. By this point Peter’s ministry had taken him 
to Antioch and then to Rome where he was martyred by Nero.  Andrew became known as the 
Apostle to the Greek world and was martyred at Patras in Greece.  John is now in Ephesus 
presiding over a growing church in that part of the world.  Tradition teaches us that James had 
come to Spain to evangelize that region of the Roman Empire.   
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As Matthew writes this story of Jesus I get no sense that he, nor any of the Apostles he writes 
about, regretted their decision to follow Jesus.  In fact Matthew’s gospel ends with the risen 
Lord’s commission to go into all the world and make disciples.  Matthew recounts these stories 
of Jesus’ call to follow him and the response of those who did, with the Lord’s commission of 
making disciples in mind.  Matthew wants his hearers to know that Jesus in calling them to 
follow, a call that continues today.  And heeding that call is to follow Jesus in the true nature of 
our existence. 
 
4. Chiara Bertoglio is a gifted pianist, musicologist, writer and music teacher.  The list of her 
achievements and performances—which began at 8 years of age—is extensive.  The online 
journal Convivium published an article she wrote titled Tuned to True Calling in which she 
reflects on her identity as both a musician and a Christian.   
 
She writes, “Most important of all, music has become a true help in my itinerary of faith. My 
faith has in turn—I believe—enriched my way of playing (among other things). … I’ve realized 
… that to acknowledge the greatness of the One who gave us music, and of the musicians whose 
works we play, is a form of humility which is neither mortifying nor self-denying. Rather, it 
gives us the freedom of being ourselves, the freedom of responding “yes” to God who calls us by 
our names.  
 
When I wanted to be the greatest pianist in the world, I was trying to be something else other 
than the actual, flesh-and-bone Chiara; so, pride was betraying me and twisting me in a shape 
which wasn’t my own. When I accept to be just what I am, just what God has imagined me to be, 
then I really become “powerful”—“I  can do all things through him who strengthens me”.  
 
The less I care about people writhing their hands in amazement at how good a pianist I am or 
how quickly I can move my fingers, the more I can care about what my audience needs, and how 
I can help them for the hour we’ll spend together.  
 
Before playing I pray briefly, and I try to love all the people who have come to listen to my 
music, even though I don’t know them. I ask God to help my hands to bring something beautiful 
to them; something which may comfort their sorrows and worries, which may touch their hearts, 
make them less lonely; something which can help others to feel that there is a reality greater than 
our material world, a reality which encompasses and transcends it, and from which the world 
itself takes meaning and order. Or they may need an experience of harmony and peace, the 
cathartic power of music which re-enacts the tensions and anguishes of our life and transforms 
them into a miracle of hope.  
 
I will never know if and when or how much my music has really helped my audience. But I 
know it’s my own language; the language through which I can pour out those gifts I’ve received, 
trying not to keep them for myself, not to use them just for my own glory, but rather to share 
them with the joyful thoughtlessness of one who gives freely because she has been freely and 
generously given much more than she could ever hope.” 
 
And Jesus said to them, ‘Follow me’…  Immediately they left their nets and followed him.   


