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 Our text today from Matthew tells us of the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry, leaving 
his home town of Nazareth, calling his disciples, preaching, teaching and healing across Galilee 
to the amazing enthusiastic response of people coming to him from everywhere. 
 

 Matthew notably links Jesus’ beginning to a prophetic fulfillment made by Isaiah 
hundreds of years earlier.  In fact, throughout, Matthew links everything Jesus does to a 
prophetic text in the Old Testament tying all his work and teaching as the fulfilment prophesied 
of old. There are more Old Testament scriptures quoted in Matthew than any other New 
Testament book.   

 
Then in 1 Corinthians Paul shows us at the beginning of this letter, the importance of 

unity, people agreeing, not breaking into factions, not getting pulled apart playing one preacher 
off another, but rather all looking to Christ.  These texts fit well for this Sunday of new 
beginnings with the ordination and installation of new officers.  

 
 Every year, since seminary days I pull off the shelf and reread a book of lectures by W. 

A. Visser ‘T Hooft called The Renewal of the Church.  He gave these at Oxford in 1955, 
interestingly the year I was born.  After World War 2 Dutchman Visser ‘T Hooft was the first 
General Secretary of the newly formed, World Council of Churches.  He was writing of what has 
always been the basis of Church Renewal, noting along the way the extinction of some early 
churches in places like North Africa and Turkey. I find his insights helpful for reminding us 
today that we are only one generation away from extinction – if our children do not and embrace 
the faith. Especially in this time of new beginnings, after Covid shut-downs, and as new officers 
join in the work, and as we all renew our faith commitments to Christ and His Church, Visser T. 
Hooft’s observations are important.  

 
Here are some of his key insights. As you hear these – consider how these are present or 

lacking at SHPC. 
 
1- The starting point is that the renewal of the Church is the work of God and not of 

people by themselves. 
2- Every true renewal of the Church is based on the hearing anew of the Word of God as 

it comes to us in the Bible. 
3- There can be no renewal without repentance.  
4- Church-renewal also means re-edification of the Church.  It means the action of the 

Holy Spirit by which he creates the people of God and gives shape to its life.  
5- In one sense the Church has been built; but in another sense it is constantly being 

built and rebuilt.   Rebuilding means to make the Church what it is in essence, to 
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realize its destiny, to make it manifest in the world as the holy nation, as God’s own 
people.   

6- The building up of the Church means the restoration of true fellowship in our 
congregations.  Koinonia belongs to the very nature of the Church, partnership in a 
common calling… Where this happens, a congregation ceases to be an amorphous 
mass of people, and becomes a true family of God and fulfills its function of showing 
the world how God desires all people to live together. “ 

7- The renewal of the Church implies therefore also that the church rediscovers it’s 
 Apostolic, missionary, evangelistic character.  

 
I 

Matthew begins by telling us Jesus began to preach.  This comes as a definite inflection 
point, a major turning of the page.  His forebear John, who baptized him and cleared the way for 
him, has been arrested.  John is now out of the picture as Jesus steps to center stage, and began to 
preach. 

 
Doing so involves leaving home for the last time.  He travels from Nazareth and makes 

his new home in Capernaum by the sea. Matthew locates this town within the territory of the 
regions of Zebulun and Naphtali.  Notably these Gentile territories are named by Isaiah, and 
Jesus’ arrival fulfills Isaiah’s prophecy – darkness is ceasing, light has dawned.    

 
Rural Galilee itself was the most fertile and actually the most highly-populated region of 

Israel.  While we tend to focus on Jerusalem the Capital and location of the Temple, it is Galilee 
which was along the international trade route through which Roman roads linked Israel with 
Egypt to the South and Syria to the North.  It was Galilee was the breadbasket of the country.  
Galilee was most in touch with non-Jewish people from across the Empire, thus following along 
the foreign wise men arriving to witness the new-born king in Bethlehem, and later to be 
completed in Matthew 28.  As the world had come to witness Jesus’ birth and teachings, now the 
disciples are charged to carry Jesus message to all the world.  “Go therefore and make disciples 
of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” 

 
Galilee was where people were most responsive to a new leader who they dreamed might 

free them from the iron grip of Caesar and Rome, and where they were most aware of other 
cultures and nations and races. Hence Jesus chooses wisely to begin his ministry in Galilee.   

 
His preaching follows along the lines of John calling everyone to “Repent! For the 

Kingdom of heaven has now come.”  Turn around!  Get out of the flow of the way culture is 
drifting, the way the government and the temple are squeezing you, and go in a new direction 
that is the kingdom of heaven way, a way which has now come near you!  As Tom Long notes, 
the Kingdom of heaven is not about the sweet by and by, but the here and now.   

 
“The patterns of our lives are not made secure by the kingdom of heaven; the kingdom of 
heaven rearranges them into the new design of God’s own making.”i 
 
Thus, with this message Jesus begins. Repent! 
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II 
  As he walks by the Sea of Galilee Jesus calls his first followers.  Two brothers Simon 
who will be called Peter and his brother Andrew, after them two other brothers James and John.  
To them Jesus calls, “Come, follow me, and I will make you fish for people.”ii 
 
 In one sense calling these rural largely illiterate fishermen to become the ones entrusted 
with his teachings, and later sent to spread his message out across the world, well it seemed like 
a stupid thing to do.  Why not gather learned scholars and business, education and industry and 
government leaders, and certainly some of the most respected clergy to receive this message?  
Why choose this rag tag bunch?   And these four are reflective of all the rest. They are country 
folk. Only Matthew seems to have been somewhat aware of the larger world for he was a tax 
collector, as such he had learned to collaborate with both Roman and Jewish officials.  By the 
same measure, he was distrusted and despised by all the people who he squeezed out of their 
hard- earned money to send off to enhance Caesar’s palaces in Rome.   
 
 Yet, these fishermen are precisely the people Jesus chooses.  And he still does.  While we 
have a highly gifted group of incoming officers and gifted pastors and staff here at South 
Highland, I imagine each of us asks ourselves why have I been chosen?  Surely someone else 
would be better suited, better qualified to help lead Christ’s Church here?  Yet Jesus 
mysteriously goes about his choosing and makes it know to others who see gifts in us and call us 
into service for such a time as this.  I remember George Burns – starring in the movie “O God” 
asking God- “Why me?” God answers – “Why not you?”  
 
 I was visiting with one of our members recently who asked me, “Do you believe in 
coincidences?  I said, well while I do not think God directs every single thing we do or don’t do, 
I do believe God providentially directs our lives and brings people and circumstances to us at 
given times for a unique purpose, in fulfilling his will, like these officers, chosen by God to lead 
us at this time.   
 

We may think, why was I led to this particular school, that particular vocation, that 
particular special friend, that unique life partner?  God is mysteriously at work providentially and 
all the world is fair game for God’s friendship. Popular biographer Donald Spoto, who wrote 
biographies about Ingrid Bergman, James Dean, Elizabeth Taylor, Alfred Hitchcock and the 
British Royal Family, also wrote an interesting biography about the life of Jesus.  Here he 
observes,  
 

“God, Jesus insisted, embraces all who desire Him, and even, in a mysterious way, those 
who do not.  Regardless of nationality, race, gender, impolite or socially unacceptable 
subgroup or physical or moral wholeness, everyone is the target of God’s favor.  Grace 
(that which binds us, at the core of our being, to God Eternal) is radically inclusive and 
entirely gratuitous: it cannot be subjected to the narrow parochialism of a country, a 
religious institution, a pious contingent.  no individual or group can market it or control 
the breadth of it.”iii 
 
Jesus tells these fishermen he will use their fishing skills, only now in a new way.  They 

will not be fishing for fish but fishing for people.  They will take the skills they already have and 
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apply them to bringing in others to the new life Jesus offers.  Like fishermen they must have 
patience, until the fish take the bait.  They must have perseverance, and sometimes they spent 
all night fishing before a catch came.  They must have courage, for their boat is small and the 
sea is large.  They must have an eye for the right moment, knowing when to cast and when not 
to cast, when to speak and when to be silent.  They must fit the bait to the fish, which involves 
knowing your people, their interests and habits, and like good fishermen, they must keep out of 
sight so the fish do not see them but the one for whom the bait intends to catch them.iv    Jesus 
Christ. For, “we preach not ourselves but Christ Jesus as Lord and him crucified,”v Paul wrote. 

 
These fishermen are called to follow Jesus leaving behind their family and their 

livelihood.  Incredibly, there must have been immense magnetism about the presence and person 
of Jesus, for they follow him immediately.   
 
 We hear this call often, and we think well, that is really nice.  But usually it does not hit 
us with a radical sense of urgency.  We are like those Jesus told about who made excuses why 
they could not up and follow him, I have married a wife, I have property to tend to, I have a field 
to plow. I have to make arrangements for my parents’ funeral.  (although they have not yet died 
nor appear near to it.)  We too easily accommodate Jesus to the culture and treat him as our 
spiritual mascot – instead of as our Master and Lord. We think, well he probably does not really 
mean for me to take him too literally and up and leave my family, my responsibilities, my job, 
my town now! 
 
 For sure he speaks to us each in a different tone.   We are not all called to leave 
everything behind as the disciples did, but we are all called to listen for and hear and then heed 
His Word to us.  Jesus addresses us personally.  He has something he needs you to do, and do it 
now.  In his own way he is calling all of us to fish for people.  That’s the mandate for the 
Church.  That’s what is expected of these new officers and all of us.  We are called to follow 
Him, and then he will equip us to lead for Him.  These four fishermen hear his call. 
“Immediately they left the boat and their father, and followed him.”vi 
 

III 
Thus, Jesus begins his happy popular time.  He travels throughout all “Galilee, teaching 

in their synagogues and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, and curing every disease and 
every sickness among the people, so his fame spread throughout all Syria, and they brought to 
him all the sick…  And great crowds followed him, from Galilee, the Decapolis, Jerusalem, 
Judea, and from beyond the Jordan.”vii  Which is to say throughout all the whole of Israel and the 
Gentile world beyond.  Here was Good News that transcended their narrow borders and 
understandings, and goes global. 
 
 One of the many blessings of serving as your pastor is you make it possible for me, as 
you do for others of our pastors and congregation to go beyond our borders - to join together 
with witness to and report back what God is doing in the world.  And what God is doing is truly 
incredible as God’s people are springing up and thriving in the most unlikely places.  Larry 
Michael has seen it in Europe as growing groups of Iranian refugees living in England have 
become followers of Jesus, and as Larry has participated in Christian healing work in Poland 
with Ukrainian refugees and pastors who go into these war-torn regions to serve as the presence 
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of Jesus among vast suffering.  I have seen it in Zimbabwe, India, Mozambique, Kenya, Egypt, 
China, and Mexico and most recently Pakistan and Syria.  The church has flourished under 
persecution   While we do not covet persecution we do covet the passion for the Gospel those in 
troubled places experience.   
 
 These new officers will be seeking your prayers and your partnership so we can, amid the 
different sort of challenges we face here- indifference to the Gospel, lack of clarity on the truth, 
ignoring the Gospel, treating Jesus not as our Master but our mascot, respond with eager 
willingness to follow and to serve.  If you love Jesus Christ you must all heed his call to that task 
which has your name on it, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.” Will you come? 
Will you follow? Will you lead? He asks – Will you come and follow me? 
 
  
 
 Amen. 
 
 

i Thomas Long, Matthew, p.43. Ben Cox (bcox@ecgcpa.com) 
ii Matthew 4:19, 21 
iii Donald Spoto, The Hidden Jesus – A New Life, p.95 
iv William Barclay, The Gospel of Matthew, p.78,79 
v 2 Cor. 4:5 and 1 Cor. 1:23. A confluence of these two verses 
vi Matthew 4:22 
vii Matthew 4:23-26 portions 

                                                      


