
Jesse Perkins
Friday, January 21, 2011

Modified: Friday, January 20, 2017

Year A, Epiphany 3
Matthew 4:12-23

“Fishing for something different”

• Fishing has never been a passion of mine
• I remember going to a pond that belonged to a friend of my fathers
• And we stand there with our rod and reels casting the line over and 

over again
• Even though it was a stocked pond, I still don’t remember catching 

very many fish.  
• All four of us were out on that dock, mom and dad, my brother and me
• We’d put that slimy worm on the hook and cast it out, aiming for the 

shadows by the trees
• Mostly we caught the trees and underwater limbs. 
• So disappointing if they were not biting- as middle schooler I was done 

after 15 minutes of no activity.
• And if you did catch one, it would likely cut you with its fins
• I was never good at fishing- now when I go, which is very rarely these 

days, I have different goals
• I really don’t care so much about catching fish
• I am much more interested in just being outside, enjoying the company, 

and the calm that being near the water can bring
• In this morning’s gospel, Matthew recounts the call story of Andrew, Peter, 

James, and John
• All fishermen, all called by Jesus while practicing their trade
• There’s something here we cannot quite avoid- if you remember, just 

last week we heard a different call story for Peter1
• In John’s gospel, Andrew followed Jesus, and then later told his 

brother Simon about him
• Simon later comes to Jesus at his brother’s prompting, and that’s when 

Jesus gave Simon his new name, Peter. 
• Two Gospels, two different remembrances of how these men began to 

follow Jesus

 http://www.pulpitfiction.us/show-notes/202-epiphany-3a-jan-22-20171
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• Not unlike the two Christmas stories we find in Matthew and Luke
• When we read Scripture like this, I think it is very important that we 

acknowledged our own lenses through which we see
• And that they are quite different than the commonly accepted lenses 

2000 years ago
• These birth stories and call stories were told through the oral tradition, 

and eventually written down
• Not simply to communicate historical accuracy and facts
• But to communicate truths
• It’s not at all how we write today, in our post-Enlightment world
• But I argue when we read scripture, we have to approach it with awe, 

wonder, and self-awareness
• That if we bring only our modern expectations with us as we approach 

this text, we might very well miss the point
• The gospel author wants to tell us truths about these four men who 

followed Jesus, and to tell us truths about Jesus too
• The details of the story are only a delivery mechanism for those 

truths
• So what is Matthew’s message to us?  

• I believe among his list of truths, Matthew wants us to know just how 
much faith these men had from the beginning, and now much it cost them

• Take for instance, their occupation
• In contrast to my feelings about fishing, these men depended upon it 

for their livelihood 
• I imagine they cared very much about how many fish they caught
• We find them today at their regular life- doing what they did almost 

every day
• Jesus walks by, says follow me, and off they go
• They followed immediately, Scripture says, leaving boats, nets, and 

parents where they were
• This could not have been a small decision
• For these four gentlemen, questions of their very survival where 

certainly going through their minds
• What would we eat, how would we live?
• And what about their aging parents? Who would care for them.
• Perhaps they even had families: children, wives- all dependent upon 

the success of their fishing trips
• They left behind everything that the world says was important to do
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• I believe Matthew wants to tell us something else about Jesus and his 
disciples- they were not all the same

• The first two, Peter and Andrew, were most likely lower class, only 
casting a net into the sea.  2

• Compare this to James and John, sons of Zebedee: they had a boat 
and nets.  

• Mark’s gospel even tells us that they had hired workers (Mark 1:20)- 
this was perhaps a family business

• Yet Jesus calls all kinds of people from various stations of life
• And all four men simply leave with Jesus without saying a word.  
• Leaving behind the means to eat and survive in the coming days.  

• And finally, another piece to Matthew’s account of this calling was that it 
was a very different type of teacher-disciple relationship3

• Normally, students would seek out their teachers and ask the 
teacher’s permission to follow and study with them

• In this case, however, Jesus breaks tradition and calls out to four 
people specifically

• He saw them, and he called to them
• And they follow. 
• What would convince these four men to follow Jesus at the cost of their 

careers and financial security?
• Maybe Jesus was very charismatic, and he had a great voice and a 

face you could trust.
• Maybe Jesus offered them hope beyond their regular life
• The Gospel says that Jesus told them he would make them fish for 

people. 
• I believe Matthew has brought us right to this point intentionally
• Asking, what was it about Jesus that caused these disciples to do 

the unthinkable, the irrational
• What kind of teacher is Jesus, calling disciples by name,
• And what could he mean by fishing for people? 

• That day, whether they realized it or not, they caught much more than fish
• No more of the same old routine, no more stinking fish and bait

 Matthew, Westminster Bible Companion, quoted by Kate Huey, http://www.ucc.org/worship/samuel/2

january-27-2011-i-third.html, 

 Matthew, New Interpreters’ Bible Commentary, CDROM3
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• It was a change in direction, a change in what determines whether a 
fishing trip is a success or a failure

• Before, it was the number of fish, or perhaps their weight
• The more fish, the more money, the greater the success
• No longer- Jesus has changed the rules, changed the game
• And with this Matthew continues his account of Jesus Christ, hoping 

that we too will follow him
• To go on with Jesus who proclaims the good news of the kingdom, and 

curse sickness and disease.  
• The fishing trip had changed- what now makes a successful fishing trip 

is measured in lives, not fish
• So what does it mean to fish for people?

• What’s the answer to Matthew’s mysterious invitation?
• I can’t help here but remember back to many evangelistic sermons
• Fishing for people meant getting people saved, or get them to join your 

church
• Perhaps that is a small piece: inviting people to connect with God and 

with a church community
• But I think it is more like what Jesus shows us by example in the next 

few verses, and perhaps throughout this Gospel
• When Matthew says they followed him and he went proclaiming the 

good news and curing disease
• And the Kingdom of God has come near

• It is fishing, searching, for people who need help- real help, like sick 
people, or people who are hungry, and giving them real help

• It is seeking out people who need to hear that God is especially fond of 
them , and loves them.4

• It is believing deeply in the unity that Paul tells us about, that 
underneath our differences is something more important and in 
common

• Maybe that’s what convinced the disciples to follow Jesus- a chance to 
live life that’s not just about fish, and how many you have

• But about people, and God’s children
• A chance to opt-in to a very different world that exists right in front of us
• This Kingdom of God that we hear so much about
• Where people are valued as much as the fish we are trying to catch.

 The Shack, God “the Father” is especially fond of each person.4
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• Like the disciples, we are fishing too, in our own sort of way
• We live our lives, pursue our goals, feed our families- do all of the good 

and right things these disciples were doing
• And I believe, sitting right here in this church, that once again the 

Kingdom of God has come near
• And like with the disciples, Jesus has broken tradition and called out to 

us   5

• Did we really expect Jesus to come and change our entire 
perspective? 

• It can happen- we too can catch something we did not expect
• We catch the Holy Spirit; and we can no longer live in darkness, or 

chase after our old fishing goals that now seem empty
• She can change us in ways that we do not think possible
• Once we are called, we, and the disciples, lead a different life of 

different goals
• That to others might even seem foolish

• Jesus calls us where we are, and who we are, and asks us to follow, 
leaving behind what once we thought important

• To do something that is risky 
• To live a life that may not make a whole lot of sense to those who are 

still just worried about catching and counting fish
• So what are we fishing for?

• Fish?  Same old game of trying to get ahead, measuring success by 
the numbers and the weight of what we can get?

• Or are we fishing for people? 
• Fish knowing that the person standing next to you is more important 

than the fish either of you are trying to catch.  
• It is a critical time, I believe, when we need to hear that one more time.
• That the person standing next to us is more important than the fish we 

are both trying to catch. 
• That even though everything in the world sets us up as competitors 

and seeks to turn us against everyone else
• That what we have in common outweighs the differences we see
• Jesus is teaching a different way of living, a new way of evaluating 

success

 http://web.me.com/lindyblack/Sermon_Fodder/Lectionary/Entries/2011/1/23_EPIPHANY_3A%2C.html5
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• Again I believe it a critical time to hear this, a lot is happening in our 
country right now- we are in the middle of a massive amount of change

• But I do see hope.
• This week we celebrated Martin Luther King’s birthday on Monday
• Remembering his prayer to “Let justice roll down like waters, and 

righteousness like a mighty stream” 
• Where on Thursday, St. Michael’s Peace and Justice committee 

welcomed a refugee family at the airport with balloons and a furnished 
apartment

• Because in welcoming the stranger, we sometimes entertain angels 
unaware, says Hebrews

• And where on Friday a new President took office, and we pray for him, 
if we like him, and especially if we don’t.

• And on Friday over a million people marched for women’s rights6

• Because despite our progress, women are still at times measured and 
valued less just because they are women

• It think this is some of what fishing for people looks like, and that’s just 
this week!

• There is so much still to do and so many people to tell about it
• Just like he did for these disciples, Jesus is still saying, “follow me.”
• Jesus calls out to us, you and me, to fish for something other than just 

fish
• To be about something else, to look left and right instead of only at the 

fish in the nets
• Jesus says, “Follow me, and I will show you how to fish for 

people!” (New Living Translation 2007)7

Amen.

 http://usuncut.com/news/official-womens-march-attendance/6

 http://bible.cc/matthew/4-19.htm7
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