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26 January 2020 – Third Sunday after Epiphany 
Matthew 4:12-23 

The Right Net 
Today, in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus comes out of the wilderness. He has been out of contact with the rest 
of the world and is confronted on his return with the news of John the Baptist’s arrest. This is a signal—
to Jesus and to us—that it’s time for what comes next. Jesus comes to Galilee to begin what scholars call 
his “public” ministry. 

He moves to Capernaum and takes up the message of John the Baptist: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 
has come near.” His first action is the call of Peter and Andrew and James and John. In the poetry of the 
King James translation, Jesus tells the fishermen, “Follow me and I will make you fisher of men.” 

Peter and Andrew, who are still fishing, will leave their nets. James and John, who are mending nets, will 
leave their father’s boat. They will all tie their future to this wandering rabbi, who promises to teach 
them a new way to fish… for people. 
 

Stanley Ott is the founder of the Vital Churches Institute. He shares a story from a family vacation in 
Florida. Stanley is an aquarium enthusiast and he remembers his excitement at finding a whole school of 
sail-fin mollies at the water’s edge. These big beauties were almost ten dollars at the pet store, but here 
they were FREE for the catching.  

A quick trip to the store and Stanley returned, equipped with a $5.00 net and visions of a tank full of sail-
fin mollies. The catch is sail-fin mollies are quick and scoop nets are slow. After a frustrating morning,  
Stan realized his net was too small to catch the zippy little fish.  

Back to a pet store for a BIGGER $10 net. But as soon as the net hits the waters, the fish dart away. The 
quest for sail-fin mollies was going nowhere. Right as Stanley would have given up, he watched a young 
man drive up on a scooter. Stepping to the water’s edge, this guy unfurls a throw net—casts it into the 
water, scoops up scores of sail-fin mollies. Dropping them in a bucket, he quickly folds his net and drives 
away. 

Back to a Sporting Goods store for a throw net—a bargain at $40. It takes some practice, but right as the 
sun is setting, Stan finally catches his “free” sail-fin molly.  

All it took was the right net. 
 

That is Jesus’ promise to the fishermen he calls into discipleship—he will equip them with the right net 
to fish for people. 
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When I hear this story, I marvel that these four men were willing to leave everything to follow Jesus. We 
wonder about that don’t we? How they had the courage to leave everything they knew. 

Yet, the invitation Jesus gives continues their vocation (fishing) but shifts their focus (people). It is the 
same, but different, just like the message Jesus preaches uses the future-looking words of John the 
Baptist, while shifting the focus to the reality of God’s presence with us in Jesus the Christ.  

Jesus and his new disciples leave the lakeshore. They will move from community to community in the 
region of Galilee as Jesus teaches, proclaims the good news, and heals the people. Jesus equips his 
disciples to “fish for people” by inviting them into his life. Where he walks, they will walk. They will 
witness and take part in his ministry and by doing they will learn what it means to believe that Jesus is 
“the son of the Living God…” 

My mother and my sisters are all nurses. They shared this mantra for learning new things: “see one, do 
one, teach one.” This is how Jesus equips the disciples. He shows them the meaning of his ministry, 
sends them out to do ministry in his name, and—in time—establishes them as apostles who will invite 
others to follow in his way. 
 

Shane Claiborne, a modern prophet-evangelist, writes, “in Jesus we don’t just see a presentation of 
doctrines but [receive] an invitation to join a movement that is about demonstrating God’s goodness to 
the world.”1 
 

I am encouraged by this passage—Matthew is careful to show us that the ministry of Jesus is consistent 
with the voice of the prophets, Isaiah and JtB. Matthew demonstrates that in Jesus Christ, God is still 
working to gather us in, to reconnect and reconcile, to draw all of humanity into the shelter of divine 
love and into citizenship of God’s kingdom here on earth. 

I am encouraged that Jesus meets us where we are—uses the stuff of our lives—even as he calls us shift 
our focus to take part in his ministry of reconciliation and reconnection, love and obedience to God. 

I am encouraged, because like Peter and Andrew, and James and John, we hear the call of Jesus 
together, AND we undertake the vocation of discipleship—of following Jesus—together. 
 

All my life I’ve heard the phrase, the Presbyterian Church is a connectional church.  

Mom tells the story of being asked to teach children’s Sunday School: “Don’t worry,” the elder told her, 
“we’ll send you to Synod School to learn how.” Over the years, Mom taught every grade of Sunday 
School there was from pre-school to adults, all with the support of the community that called her to 
teach and the support of the larger church who equipped her to serve. 

Together! 
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That old rhyme about the church and its people was expanded for me as I put coins in the Sunday School 
collection. We were supporting missionaries to the Philippines. I couldn’t go, but others could with my 
help! That was the connectional church.  

The 215th General Assembly adopted a statement on our missional call, “because of our fundamental unity 
in Jesus Christ, we believe we are called to mission through the discipline of partnership.” Together, “as 
Christians,” it claims, “we understand ‘mission’ to be God’s work for the sake of the world God loves… 
centered in the Lordship of Jesus Christ… made real through the active and leading power of the Holy 
Spirit.”2 

In a story that this congregation might recognize, my home congregation, Braeburn Presbyterian 
Church, wanted to make a difference in the lives of poor people. But they couldn’t imagine how to do it 
by themselves. Through the work of church leaders and the equipping of God’s Spirit, a community of 
churches in Southwest Houston banded together and Twice Blessed resale shop was born.  

Does this sound familiar? 

Today, we have heard about the work of Presbyterian Children’s Homes and Services—we are 
connected to that work through our Mission giving and the dedication of Team Butterfly. Our calling to 
follow Jesus as part of the connectional church is helping shelter children, strengthen families, and 
demonstrate God’s goodness to the world. Together. 

Today, we will install church officers, elected by the voice of this congregation which recognizes in them 
the qualities of leadership and faithfulness. We will accept them as those chosen by God, confirmed by 
the voice of this congregation to lead us in the way of Jesus. We will promise to follow them as they 
guide us, as we seek to serve Jesus Christ. Together. 

They are part of the great cloud of witnesses who have seen one, done one, and now teach 
one…Engraving the teachings of Jesus ever more deeply in themselves as they show others what it 
means to follow the call of Christ.  

In Matthew’s gospel, the invitation to Peter and Andrew and James and John is filled with a promise that 
they will be equipped for service, outfitted with nets that will gather people in.  

Today, that invitation and promise come to us, the invitation to be gathered in and to gather in, to be 
strengthened in our lives of faith and to strengthen others in the living word, to be sent into the world 
and to send others into the world, demonstrating God’s goodness and love. 

May our nets be strong and swift and sure. Amen. 

 

1 Claiborne, Shane and Tony Campolo. Red Letter Revolution: What If Jesus Really Meant What He Said? (Nashville, 
TN: Thomas Nelson; 2012). 9.  
2 PC(USA). Presbyterians Do Mission in Partnership. www.presbyterianmissions.org. 11 Jan 2017. 

 


