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Jesus’ call for followers 

 

Jonah 3:1–5, 10 

Psalm 62:5–12 

1 Corinthians 7:29–31 

Mark 1:14–20 

 

Text: Mark 1:16-18 

As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net 

into the lake—for they were fishermen.  And Jesus said to them, ‘Follow me and I will make you 

fish for people.’ And immediately they left their nets and followed him. 

 

Introduction 

Many of you know those times when your children are looking at pictures of you when you were 

young, and they begin to laugh at the hairstyles and clothing fashions.  Their laughter betrays 

their sense of incredulity that you actually chose those clothes, put them on, and then, adding 

insult to injury, went out in public.  What you can assure your children is that their children will 

find their sense of style and fashion equally curious.  

 

The other thing that the fashions of generational pictures display is that we humans are highly 

influenced by those around us.  You may wonder, as you look at pictures, was there only one 

place to order clothing?  I know that this current generation values highly the autonomy of the 

individual and the lofty ideal of ‘blazing you own trail’, yet, in actuality, we humans are 

followers.  Look at how a generation has so readily joined in lockstep to the notion of ‘being 

your own person.’  And it seems to me that a lot of the individual trails being blazed have a 

remarkable sameness to them. 

 

When Jesus shows up and issues his call, “Follow me”, a world preoccupied with personal 

autonomy might dismiss Jesus out-of-hand because it sounds counter to ‘being your own 

person.’  I have suggested to you that personal autonomy may not be as autonomous as we might 

think; that we humans are all following something—even ‘autonomy’ is an ideology we are 

following.  It seems to me that the question of what (or who) to follow is much closer to our 

human experience.  Can we suspend out judgement sufficiently to consider Jesus’ call to follow 

him? 

 

1. When Mark tells his story of Jesus, he hits the ground running, so to speak.  Things happen 

with immediacy.  In his introduction Mark has given us a view from heaven; we see behind the 

curtain that Jesus is the long-planned-for coming of the Lord.  We, Mark’s listeners, are privy to 

these details regarding Jesus that the people we will meet in his story are not.  After the 

introduction, the on-the-ground part of the story begins.  Jesus strides into Galilee proclaiming 

the good news of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; 

repent, and believe in the good news.’ 

 

Keep in mind that Mark’s gospel is written to be heard.  As he tells us about what Jesus was 

doing in Galilee there is excitement in his voice.  To declare that God’s kingdom has come near 

is to say that God is now fulfilling his agelong purpose.  The sound of Mark’s voice is that of a 
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ringing endorsement as we are prepared for stirring events to follow of at least national, if not 

cosmic, importance.  If you were hearing Mark for the first time, a story of God now fulfilling 

his purposes for the world, what would you expect next?  A little thunder and lightning?  The 

veil between heaven and earth torn apart and the arrival of the angelic hosts of heaven?  

 

But what do we see?  Jesus wandering by the sea, bidding some common laborers to accompany 

him on a mission.  The world seems to remain very much intact.  It does not look like much is 

happening.  Mark’s readers are being prepared not to expect the coming of God’s kingship to 

conform to conventional standards of importance just as Jesus’ followers will have to learn a 

value scale different from that of those ‘who are reckoned as rulers of the nations,’ so the 

Messiah himself refuses to assert his authority by an impressive show of divine, still less of 

worldly, pomp and pageantry.  The Kingdom of God comes not with fanfare but through the 

gradual gathering of a group of socially insignificant people in an unnoticed corner of provincial 

Galilee.  

 

Mark wrote his gospel shortly after the Roman Emperor Nero’s cruelties had begun to brutalise 

Christians in Rome.  Mark wrote it believing that the One from Nazareth who had sustained 

harassed people during his earthly ministry in Palestine was still present, 35 years later, to 

sustain men and women in the empire’s pressure-cooker.  Imagine these harassed and persecuted 

Christians; consider their social status; how far removed they are from first-century Rome’s 

conventional standards of who was important, of who was influential, of who to follow on 

Twitter.  Imagine how encouraging it would be to hear that this One from Nazareth they 

followed called ordinary people, just like them; he called people of no account by the world’s 

standards from back water places; he called them to join him in the mission of God to have a 

people for himself planned for from the foundation of the world. 

 

I find this encouraging, compelling, stimulating, invigorating.  Simon and Andrew and James 

and John are all from a little village in rural Galilee.  They work with their hands in an industry 

that supplied food for people.  I am just a farm boy who grew up in rural Ontario producing milk 

for the marketplace.  And Jesus calls even someone like me to follow him in this mission of 

God’s to fulfil his purposes.  Think about popularity, acclaim, prestige, privilege, power, 

influence—at the end of the day are these things satisfying to you?  What does ‘blazing your 

own trail’ look like?  And once you have blazed it, how satisfying is it?  Jesus calls people to 

join him in the mission of God.  The gospel announces that we were made for relationship with 

God and in that relationship, who we truly are emerges.   

 

2. Sometimes people balk at the idea of following Jesus because of what they imagine it might 

mean.  Or perhaps have read things like we read from the Apostle Paul today in his first 

Corinthian letter and it seems, well, frankly, a little bizarre.  To be sure, Paul is working out what 

it means to follow Jesus in a particular situation that has arisen in first century Corinth.  Still, 

what does he mean—"let even those who have wives be as though they had none.”  And if we 

would have read a little further, he extols remaining unmarried so you can dedicate yourself 

more fully to the Lord.  And in an era rejects the imposition of any restriction on the shape of 

love relationships as bigotry, this, from the Apostle Paul, sounds way over the top. 
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Permit me a moment or two to unpack a little of what the Apostle Paul was speaking about.  The 

text we read today was a section of a longer conversation Paul was having as he responded to a 

question the Corinthians had asked him.  They were seeking his pastoral advice about what he 

thought they should do.  In giving his pastoral council Paul endeavours to apply gospel principles 

to their situation; principles that arise out of Jesus’ call to follow him.  As you read the entire 

chapter in which today’s reading is found, it is clear some impending crisis has created 

uncertainty.  Keep in mind that marriage customs then were much different than we experience 

today.  The question families were asking was—in light of the impending crisis, should we be 

giving our daughters in marriage.  

 

Now what was the crisis?  Many think that this is in reference to a famine that occurred in 51 

AD.  As you know, when food supply gets limited and push comes to shove the poor and 

disenfranchised suffer badly.  Consider the impact of pandemic lockdowns.  Those among us 

whose paychecks continued could tell themselves “we are all in it together.”  But those whose 

livelihood disappeared suffer badly; it was not lost on them that it was those with livelihood who 

asked those without to “take one for the team,” so to speak.  Most of the Christians in Corinth 

were not those who had control of the food supply.  What do we do here, they wondered, as 

Jesus’ followers; arranged marriages required a significant investment of time and resources.  

 

The principle that Paul applies is in the sentence, “For the present form of this world is passing 

away.”  As followers of Jesus, they knew that  Jesus and his kingdom will not pass away.  The 

Greek word translated ‘passing away’ means to pass along, like a moving Panorama. Hence it 

picks up allusions to an actor passing across the stage to disappear into the wings or behind the 

curtains, having finished his or her part.  The outward form of this world passes like an actor 

leaving the stage.  Paul's point is not the transiency of creation as such, but the fact that it's 

outward pattern, in social and mercantile institutions, for example, have no permanence.  Social, 

political, and commercial institutions are important but not ultimate.  A good way to translate 

this sentence would read, “for the external structures of this world are slipping away.”     

 

Paul is not saying that these important things of life like marriage and commerce aren’t worth 

doing, only that they take second place, or a relativized place, to what relates to the cosmic end 

of God's purposes for the world and for his people.  Paul makes this same point from another 

angle of vison when he says, “I say this … to promote good order and unhindered devotion to the 

Lord.” (1 Corinthians 7:35) Both of these phrases, “For this present form of this world is passing 

away,” and, “good order and unhindered devotion to the Lord,” arise from the same 

commitment—following Jesus. 

 

Like many people who are making a decision about what is best, the thing that is most important 

guides you in a present choice—choices among good things.  The question is, what is ultimate?  

When Jesus calls people to follow him, he calls us from making the mistake of treating 

penultimate things as if they are ultimate.  Commerce and building a business are important 

things and worthy of doing, but these external structures of the world will one day leave the 

stage.  As has often been noted, very few at the end of their lives wish that they had spent more 

time at work.  Now, not everybody who follows Jesus is required to leave their fishing 

businesses.  Some are called to particular roles in the church, for example, yet keep in mind that 

even the preacher’s role is not permanent.  Our Lord is the one who endures.   We each have a 
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role to play in his kingdom as followers of Jesus; and we organize the affairs of life with the 

view that the work of his kingdom is ultimate.  

 

When Jesus calls these fishermen to follow him, he isn’t implying that the fishing trade is 

somehow a sub-human endeavour.  These apostles had a special role to play in the kingdom.  

Others who followed Jesus remained in their trades and supported Jesus’ itinerant ministry.  

People today want their lives to matter; they want to be engaged in something significant.  Some 

are drawn to the idea of leaving a legacy.  Jesus comes along and calls us to look beyond the 

structures of this world that will pass from the stage to join him in his kingdom of which there 

will be no end. 

 

3. I would be remiss if I did not point out to you that Jesus’ call to ‘follow me’ is a command.  

The grammar of the text is an imperative.  Jesus insists.  It is the same with his ‘invitation,’ 

‘Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.’ 

(Matthew 11:28) The word ‘come’ is an imperative.  If you are with your young child 

(grandchild) and say, “Come with me and let’s go outside and play,” the word ‘come’ is an 

invitation.  If you see the same child in danger playing in the middle of the street and say, ‘Come 

to me,’ the word ‘come’ becomes a command, an imperative.   

 

Both these senses of invitation and command are in Jesus’ calls to ‘come’ and to ‘follow me.’  I 

note as I read the story that the four fishermen immediately left their work behind to follow 

Jesus.  It witnesses to me that they saw in Jesus someone very special.  These aren’t the sort of 

people who ask ‘how high’ just because someone walks up and says ‘jump.’  There is something 

about Jesus they see in no one else; responding positively to his command didn’t feel like an 

imposition but the only right response to this person Jesus. 

 

The gospel tells us that we are sinners unable to get ourselves out of our predicament.  The 

rescuer from heaven comes to call us from the peril we are in.  This is why Jesus commands us 

to follow him.  And countless believers have found and will witness in agreement with the 

Apostle John who said, “And his commandments are not burdensome.”  

 

At the beginning of this message, I suggested to you that we all follow something; that the 

question of what (or who) to follow is much closer to our human experience of life.  Mark asserts 

that the story of Jesus calling these disciples is also for us.  Did you note that Jesus called them 

personally?  He is calling to each of us.  The question that remains is, will we follow him? 

 

As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net 

into the lake—for they were fishermen.  And Jesus said to them, ‘Follow me and I will make you 

fish for people.’ And immediately they left their nets and followed him. 

 

 


