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… and followed him 

 

Isaiah 9:1–4 

Psalm 27:1, 4–9 

1 Corinthians 1:10–18 

Matthew 4:12–23 

 

Text: Matthew 4:22-23 

Immediately they left the boat and their father, and followed him. 

Jesus 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. 

 

Introduction 

A November 2022 news report about Britain stated that Christians in that country 

are now a minority.  Some 46.2 per cent of the population of England and Wales 

described themselves as Christian on the day of the 2021 census, down from 59.3 

percent a decade earlier.  In that same 10 year period the Muslim population grew 

from 4.9 percent to 6.5 per cent, and Hindus increased from 1.5 percent to 1.7 

percent.  The largest increase by far were among those who said they had no 

religion; more than 1 in 3 people—37 percent—said they had no religion, up from 

25 per cent in 2011.  The percentage decrease of Christians tracks very closely to 

the percentage increase of those who say they have no religion. 

 

According to Canada’s 2021 census 52.3 per cent of Canadians identify themselves 

as Christian while 34.6 percent say they have no religion.  Christians are still a 

majority.  Other religions combined make up about 12 percent of the population.  

You might be tempted to think, with that number of Christians in Canada, that our 

churches would be full.  But church attendance is on the decline and churches are 

closing their doors.  Clearly, many who identify as Christian are not actively 

engaged in church life.  With that in your mind I invite you to reflect with me in 

this story of Jesus calling people to be his disciples.  It appears to me that there is 

more involved in being a disciple than ticking a religion box on a census survey. 

 

1. One thing that stands out in this story is the immediacy of the response of Peter, 

Andrew, James, and John.  Immediately they left the boat and nets behind, and 

followed him.  This seems impulsive to us.  We know from John’s gospel (last 

week’s gospel reading) that this isn’t the first time Peter and Andrew have met 

Jesus.  Andrew was a disciple of John the Baptist and first met Jesus when Jesus 

came to be baptized by John at the Jordan river.  Andrew then went and found his 

https://epaper.nationalpost.com/article/281526525074073
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brother Peter and urged him to come and meet Jesus—which he did.  But now they 

are back in Galilee operating their fishing business and Jesus returned to Galilee as 

well and now calls them to follow.   

 

The gospel writer Matthew is focused on the call of these disciples who would 

become Jesus’ apostles.  It’s not that Matthew is uninterested in all the details of 

how each of these disciples came to be a follower of Jesus; his focus in on their 

decision to follow.  Matthew highlights that they got up and followed him.  

Further, since we know that Jesus has already been travelling around Galilee 

preaching his message of repentance and that he moved from Nazareth to make his 

home in Capernaum we can assume that James and John, sons of Zedebee, have 

encountered Jesus before this day at the Sea of Galilee as well.  Capernaum is their 

home town too. 

 

I am suggesting to you that their decision to follow wasn’t because they were 

impulsive men who did whatever they felt like on any given day.  They were 

fishermen with businesses to run and deadlines to meet—they own nets and boats 

and have homes.  It is also important to note that these disciples who become 

Jesus’ apostles are summoned to a particular work in accompanying Jesus.  Not all 

who followed Jesus were part of his itinerant ministry.  Not everyone toured with 

Jesus.  Recall the demon possessed man from Gerasene whom Jesus healed.  He 

wanted to join Jesus’ travelling group but Jesus refused and said to him, ‘Go home 

to your friends, and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and what 

mercy he has shown you.’ (Mark 5:19)  Think of Mary and Martha and Lazarus—

clearly disciples of Jesus, but not part of his itinerant activities. 

 

The point I want to underline is the decision each one made to follow Jesus.  Peter, 

Andrew, James, and John were humans caught up in the daily demands of life to 

earn a living just like you and me.  They lived under Roman occupation and longed 

for the day when Messiah would liberate them.  We live in a day of spiraling 

inflation and many long for some relief in the task of making ends meet.  Their 

aspirations for life were those common among the citizens of Israel.  They were 

among the working classes of society; not likely rich but successful to some degree 

with their business.  Ordinary citizens like your friends and neighbours.  So you 

have to ask yourself, why would they follow Jesus? 

 

Andrew and Peter had spent some time with Jesus at the Jordan river.  Recall that 

Peter’s given name was Simon.  At the Jordan, when Jesus met Simon he said 

Simon would be called Peter.  The name ‘Peter’ means ‘rock’; Jesus knows Peter’s 

character immediately upon meeting him.  No doubt they have heard Jesus preach 
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when he came to Capernaum and heard his summons, “Repent, for the kingdom of 

heaven has come near.”  They hear Jesus call them from the sinful things that 

distance them from God.  “No one can serve two masters; for a slave will either 

hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You 

cannot serve God and wealth,” said Jesus in one of his sermons. 

 

And then came this moment when their personal summons was unmistakable.  

“Follow me.”  And not only unmistakable but also demanding a response.  The 

verb “follow” is an imperative.  When Matthew says that Jesus called James and 

John; the word he uses means ‘to summon.’  Jesus summoned them to come after 

him.  The gospel says that Jesus summons all of us.  This call issued by Jesus at the 

Sea of Galilee to these fishermen is to be understood as a summons he issues to 

each of us.  And like these four, somewhere along the line we have to decide.  A 

decision is called for.   

 

I asked the question a moment ago, why would they follow Jesus?  Was there 

something spectacular about his preaching?  No doubt Jesus was a good teacher.  

The gospel writers would have us understand that Jesus continued in the contours 

of the preaching of John the Baptist.  Was it eloquent wisdom that convinced the 

disciples?  What would cause you to follow someone who commanded you to 

come?  Generally you will follow people you are convinced know where they are 

going or have your best interest at heart.  Suppose you are meeting a friend at some 

venue you have never been to before and for them it is home turf.  You will let 

them lead you around because you are confident they know where to go. 

 

As I read these stories, the conclusion I draw is that there has to be something 

about Jesus that is simply compelling.  This is personal encounter with him.  There 

were many travelling rabbis in those days and if any of them called these 

fishermen to follow I am guessing they would keep on mending their nets getting 

ready for the next day of fishing.  Jesus has to have stood out to them—there is just 

something about him they can’t put aside. 

 

When a believer looks back over their journey to faith they too, like Andrew and 

Peter, can recount events where they first learned about Jesus or times when it was 

like a penny dropped and things became clear.  Many events occurred along the 

way as the truth of our Saviour’s love emerged clearer and clearer and we learned 

more and more.  For each of us a time comes when we decided to follow; when we 

confirmed that indeed ‘I belong to him.’ And, I would say here, that it is always a 

good day to say yes.  Jesus summons each of us.  A decision is called for; will we 

follow or not? 
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By the time Matthew writes his gospel much water has flowed under the bridge in 

the lives of these disciples.  They all witnessed Jesus crucified and risen from the 

dead.  They have each become evangelists in their own right making the name of 

Jesus known.  Peter has been martyred by Nero.  Listen to what Peter had say in 

one of his sermons. “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By 

his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that is 

imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you.”  Peter found in 

Jesus a hope that sustained him to the end. 

 

We know that in the Roman world a census was taken for the purposes of taxation.  

I am not sure if a question about your religion was asked on the census.  I do know 

that being identified as belonging to Christ cost Peter his life.  And even so he 

won’t renounce Jesus.  There must be something deeply compelling about Jesus 

that evokes the sort of dedication we see in Peter. 

 

2. After these four fishermen set their boats and nets aside to follow Jesus, the 

gospel writer Matthew tells us, that “Jesus 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.” Keep in mind that these four 

fishermen are now accompanying Jesus in his itinerant ministry.  I invite you to 

reflect with me on what it is that they are doing as they accompany Jesus.  They 

heard Jesus’ preaching and teaching and they supported Jesus in his work of 

relieving suffering. 

 

First, think with me about the preaching they are now hearing as they journey with 

Jesus.  These four disciples are Jews who would have a knowledge of the Hebrew 

scriptures.  They have heard something from Jesus and having met him each know 

enough to be able to say ‘yes’ to his summons.  When a believer thinks back on 

first deciding to follow Jesus perhaps she knew very little in comparison to what 

she knows now after years of following, but enough to respond ‘yes’ to his 

compelling presence in her life.  As these four journey with Jesus and hear his 

preaching week by week in synagogues and in daily conversation they are being 

schooled in discipleship.  To put in another way, Jesus is conducting discipleship 

formation.  The grounding Peter received here carries with him throughout his life. 

 

Jesus commissioned his followers to make disciples of all nations …teaching them 

to obey everything he commanded us.  As I observe the work that Jesus does with 

these disciples it is clear that disciples need to be formed.  This is an important 
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aspect of our weekly worship services.  In the reading of scripture and hearing it 

expounded we are being formed and reformed in our discipleship.  The world is 

ever trying to press us into its mould in the relentless messaging that bombards us 

daily.  In worship, we draw aside from that to hear again the good news, the gospel 

that is to shape our lives and guide us home to Him.  We come to faith through 

hearing the gospel and we are sustained in faith in continuing to hear the gospel. 

 

I say this to you to remind us that if we say we belong to Christ such belonging 

calls forth a commitment from us to be engaged in continuing formation as 

disciples.  When Jesus ascended to heaven we are told that those first followers 

dedicated themselves to the Apostles’ teaching.  I will not speak for you, but I 

don’t remember everything I have been taught the first time I hear it.  I need the 

continual reminding that scripture reading and study affords.  I know for sure that I 

haven’t “arrived” as a follower of Jesus and ever am in need of formation into his 

likeness.  

   

Friends, as gently and as straightforwardly as I can say this, being a Christian 

involves much more that ticking the box on a census form.  Faith in Jesus Christ 

always includes obedience, the desire to obey the One who has rescued us from 

sin’s penalty and power.  In some places in the church people talk about taking 

Jesus as their Saviour now and as Lord later.  But we can’t divide Jesus in this 

way.  He is both Lord and Saviour in one person.  The Apostle James tells us that 

faith without obedience is no faith at all. 

 

The second aspect of Jesus’ ministry was his healing ministry. Here the diciples 

are being schooled in supporting Jesus in relieving the suffering of humanity.  I can 

imagine them helping people get to see Jesus, perhaps organizing and encouraging 

people to see him.  Our being taught by Christ is so that we take action in the world 

to relieve suffering.  This is an important aspect of how we live in the kingdom that 

has drawn near us in Jesus. 

 

In a recent course of study I audited, Rev. Dr. Victor Shepherd related a story of a 

time when he and his wife Maureen were in New York City.  They boarded a bus 

in lower Manhattan on their way to a museum in the north end of the city.  When 

they boarded the bus most of the people on the bus were white but as they travelled 

north to Harlem that began to change until there were only three white people left 

on the bus, Victor, his wife, and an elderly woman who was going to a hospital for 

treatment.  When the bus stopped in front of the hospital this woman struggled to 

make her way.  The door of the hospital was about 50 yards from the bus stop.  

The bus driver, a black American, got off the bus and helped her to make sure she 
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got to the front door of the hospital.  When the driver got back on the bus he began 

to whistle the unmistakable tune of “What a Friend We Have in Jesus”.   

 

Immediately they left the boat and their nets, and followed him. 


