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Jesus’ followers * Matthew 4:17-22 

2019 01 13 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

I think that by now, most of you know my faith story.   

 

I grew up going to church and I knew all the stories in the Bible, but to be really honest, I really wasn’t 

sure what to make of them.  I understood the love and faithfulness of God theoretically, but I really 

didn’t KNOW it personally.  I think that I thought of God more an idea than as a Person who had real 

authority, and so I went to church, but I resisted the idea that God should have any say in my life.  I was 

a fence-sitter when it came to faith.   

 

But then when I went off to university, God started to change my heart.  I started to understand that He 

was real and that He was there and that He loved ME so much that He died for ME.  And so little by 

little, I began to give control over to Him and little by little, I became a follower of Jesus.  Yes, there was 

one night in particular where I intentionally made a commitment to follow Him, but that’s not the whole 

story.  It was a journey that I am still on, becoming ever more faithful as a follower of Jesus.   

 

And frankly, I think that all of us are on that journey too.  If I drew a line, from ‘fence sitting’ to 

‘following,’ and asked each of you to mark where you thought you were, I suspect that there would be 

marks all along that line.  And that’s ok.  That’s 100% fine.   

 

But my job as a pastor, my job as a servant of God, is to help all of us, to keep moving continually from 

the fence sitter end to the follower end, because frankly, Jesus is WORTH following.  He LOVES you and 

gave Himself up for you, and I want each of you to know the privilege of following and being loved by 

Him, not just as a theory, but as a reality.   The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who 

loved me and gave himself for me. (Gal 2:20 NIV). 

 

So to that end, I want to spend this sermon series with you, exploring Matthew’s Gospel, to see how 

Jesus moved people from sitting on the fence about Him to being His followers.  We’re going to see 

some case studies along the way – moments where Jesus met people and changed their lives – we’re 

going to see some teaching along the way – moments where Jesus stopped and said – ‘ok, this is what it 

means to be a disciple (and by the way, I’m going to use those words ‘disciple’ and ‘follower’ 

interchangeably) and my prayer is that wherever we are now on that line, that God would move each of 

us consciously and confidently towards the follower end.   

 

So to kick us off, I think there’s no better place to start than when Jesus called His first disciples – Peter 

and Andrew and James and John.  So turn with me to Matthew 4, verse 18, and we’ll get started there.  

Matthew 4, verse 18. 

 

18 As Jesus was walking beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon called Peter and his 

brother Andrew. They were casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. 

 19 "Come, follow me," Jesus said, "and I will make you fishers of men." 

 20 At once they left their nets and followed him. 
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 21 Going on from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee and his brother John. They 

were in a boat with their father Zebedee, preparing their nets. Jesus called them, 

 22 and immediately they left the boat and their father and followed him (Mat 4:18-22 NIV). 

 

What does this tell us about the way Jesus makes disciples?  I think we can learn three things: 

 

Jesus calls people to follow Him. 

Jesus calls them to partner with Him. 

And they leave everything to follow Him.   

 

Jesus does that twice in these four verses, doesn’t He?  Jesus calls Simon and Andrew to follow Him.  He 

invites them to partner with Him in ministry (that’s the fishers for men part).  And they leave everything 

to follow Him.  And that’s the way that it happens with James and John too.  And actually, that’s the way 

that Jesus calls us to be His followers too, so let’s spend a few moments thinking about those three 

steps.   

 

First, Jesus calls people to follow Him.  He sees Peter and Andrew out in the boat and says ‘Follow me.’  

He sees James and John out in their boat and says ‘Follow me.’  He says to each of us ‘Follow me.’  So 

that begs the question, what does it mean to ‘follow’ Jesus?   

 

Well, first, I can tell you what it’s not.  This week I saw something on Twitter that really made me think – 

when Jesus called His disciples, He never said ‘attend me.’  He said ‘Follow me.’  When Jesus called 

people into relationship with Him, He didn’t say ‘make sure to go to church on Sundays.’  He said ‘follow 

me and walk with me day by day.’  As Justin Bieber once said – ‘Going to Taco Bell doesn’t make you a 

taco; going to church doesn’t make you a Christian’ – and much as I hate to agree with Justin Bieber, 

he’s right.  Every Jesus follower ought to be a church goer, but not every church goer is a Jesus follower.  

Sometimes the world and even the church has forgotten that and limited Christian life to Sunday 

morning, but that’s not all Jesus calls us to, is it?  Jesus calls us into a 24/7, life-long relationship with 

Him.   

 

So if following Jesus is not simply ‘going to church,’ then what is it?  Anthony Carter has a pretty good 

definition - It is having an intimate, instructive, and imitative relationship with the teacher.  Let me 

unpack that.  (https://tabletalkmagazine.com/article/2018/06/what-is-a-disciple/). 

 

Following Jesus means having an intimate relationship with Him – that is, you know Him well.  You let 

HIM know every corner of your life.  You allow Him to critique you and to rearrange the furniture in your 

life when you need it.  It means having an intimate relationship with Jesus.   

 

Following Jesus means having an instructive relationship with Him – that is, you spend time at Jesus’ 

feet and in His Word to learn His ways and His values.  It means you consciously work to learn from Him. 

 

And following Jesus means having an imitative relationship with Him – that is, you walk as He did.  

You’re not learning from Him for the sake of learning; you are learning from Him so that you can put all 

that you’ve learned into practice.   

https://tabletalkmagazine.com/article/2018/06/what-is-a-disciple/
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Ultimately, following Jesus means spending so much time with Him, learning from Him and seeking to be 

like Him, that His character is expressed through your personality, in your everyday context.   

 

Do you see what I mean?  Following Jesus means that we become like Him – His values and priorities 

and practices become OUR values and priorities and practices, but the way we pursue those values and 

priorities and practices is expressed in the unique ways that God has made each of us.  Following Jesus 

means getting to know Him, learning from Him and putting all of it into practice, so that Jesus’ character 

is expressed thru us in our everyday lives.   

 

So Jesus calls people to follow Him.  He also calls them to partner with Him.  

 

Right?  When He calls these four disciples, He doesn’t say ‘listen up noobs – I’m going to do the ministry; 

you just make sure that I get a sandwich after’ – He looks at what they are doing and says ‘I can work 

with this.  You are fisher-men, so I’m going to make you fishers of men.  You’re used to drawing fish out 

of the water; now you’re going to draw people out of sin.’   

 

And the ministry that Jesus calls us to is not exclusively ‘fishing for people’ by the way; in an alternate 

universe, Jesus might have called four shepherds and He would have said ‘you’re going to shepherd my 

people.’  Or He could have called four farmers and said ‘You’re going to cultivate souls, not soil’ but the 

point is the same.  To follow Jesus is to partner in ministry with Him.  To follow Jesus is to extend the 

good news of the Kingdom of God into the world, wherever you are.   

 

Jesus calls people to partner with Him. 

 

And look how the disciples respond to this call – they leave everything to follow Him.  Verse 20 -  

20 At once they left their nets and followed him.  And verse 22 - and immediately they left the boat and 

their father and followed him (Mat 4:20-22 NIV).  Following Jesus means making a clean break with the 

past, in order that we can become fully committed to Jesus.  It means disentangling ourselves from the 

things of this world, in order to give our full attention to the Lord.  I mean, look at what these first 

disciples gave up to follow Jesus – they walked away from their boats, from their livelihoods, their 

careers, and James and John walked away from their father.  That’s how radical the call to follow Jesus is 

– to leave everything to follow Him.  

 

Which I think begs the question – why would they do that?  Why would someone give up everything to 

become a follower of some itinerant teacher? 

 

Well, they must have been convinced that life following Jesus was better than life without Him, and 

that’s exactly the point the Jesus is going to make, later in Matthew’s Gospel.   

 

I’m sure you know this parable - Matthew 13:44 –  

 

44 "The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and 

then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field. 
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 45 "Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. 

 46 When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it. 

 (Mat 13:44-46 NIV). 

 

This is the disciples isn’t it?  Realizing that relationship with Jesus was a treasure, a pearl worth giving 

everything up for, they gladly gave it up to gain Him.  And relationship with Jesus IS a treasure; it IS a 

priceless pearl – and at this point, I don’t think that the disciples knew the whole of it yet – that this man 

they were giving up everything to follow, would soon give up everything to give them eternal life in 

paradise.  That’s a treasure that Jesus calls us to give up everything for too.   

 

Now let me make two comments about this ‘giving everything up.’   

 

First, I don’t think that this was the first time that these disciples met Jesus.  John chapter 1 describes a 

meeting between Jesus and Peter and Andrew and it would appear that they walked away from that 

experience sitting on the fence.  They heard who Jesus was and what He taught, but they weren’t ready 

to commit yet.   

 

But then Matthew 4 happened; they’d had time to process all that Jesus had said, to weigh all that Jesus 

had offered, and now they were ready to make a commitment to follow Him.  So when He called them 

to FOLLOW HIM, they were ready to go.  Now that being said, they didn’t get off the fence to follow 

Jesus and immediately become perfect disciples.  Throughout Matthew’s Gospel, we’re going to see, 

time and again, these followers getting it wrong, but as they spend time with Jesus, little by little, they 

will grow as followers, into the people who will impact the world for God.   

 

Second, I’m not sure that the disciples lit their past on fire and then walked away to follow Jesus.  

Certainly Matthew has recorded it this way in order to show us how radical the call to follow Jesus is.  

Just like His Father, Jesus will not tolerate mixed allegiances and He asks for all of us because He has 

given all of Himself for us. 

 

But I read something this week that I found absolutely fascinating – someone overlaid the normal fishing 

seasons in the region of Galilee with the accounts of Jesus’ travel in the three years of His ministry and 

found that the disciples probably didn’t leave their jobs and homes completely.  I mean, later in this 

book, Matthew talks about Peter’s house and Peter’s mother-in-law.  And they appear to still have their 

fishing boats later in the gospel, but the key here is that their relationship with those things have 

changed.  No longer are they the central focus in their lives.  They have reoriented their hearts and 

attention and priorities, and now they’re doing those everyday things not to serve themselves, but as 

servants of Jesus.   

 

(14 When Jesus came into Peter's house, he saw Peter's mother-in-law lying in bed with a fever. 

 15 He touched her hand and the fever left her, and she got up and began to wait on him. 

 (Mat 8:14-15 NIV).) 

 

 I think Grant Osborne puts it well: 
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“Contrary to popular belief, the disciples probably did not quit their occupations; they kept their boats.  

However, following Jesus had absolute priority and they were away a substantial amount of time sitting 

at Jesus’ feet and going on itinerant missions with Him” (Osborne, 150).   

 

They did what they had to do, but now, instead of serving themselves, they were serving Jesus as they 

did it.  It probably meant that they would take a hit financially, but they took it gladly, trusting that Jesus 

would provide more than they needed.   

 

Jesus calls people to follow Him.  Jesus calls people to partner with Him.  And people leave everything to 

follow Jesus.   

 

I think that I would sum up this passage of Scripture for us like this: 

 

Jesus calls His followers to radically reorient their lives to Him and to partner with Him in ministry.   

 

Jesus calls His followers to radically reorient their lives to Him and to partner with Him in ministry.   

 

Let me unpack that one piece at a time –  

 

Jesus calls His followers – Jesus calls people to be His followers – Jesus calls YOU to be His follower -  

 

And He is holding out a treasure – a life of significance here on earth and a life of perfection for eternity.  

Have you responded?  Have you committed to being not just a church goer but a follower of Jesus?  

Take a minute and consider that line, from fence-sitter to follower.  Where are you on that line?  Maybe 

you’re in the middle, or at one of the ends.  You might even be off the line to the left.  But wherever you 

are, I want you to hear Jesus calling you.  Calling you by name, to say, my beloved Graham, my beloved 

Julie, my beloved you, whoever you are – I love you with an endless love and I have given up everything 

to give you an eternal inheritance that will never fail.  I am inviting you into a life of purpose and 

meaning, to prosper you, to give you a future and a hope.  Will you respond to Jesus’ call and become 

His follower?   

 

Because if you have, then Jesus calls us to radically reorient our lives to Him.  To give Him absolute first 

place in our lives and priorities.  To put Him before our families and our careers and our convenience.  

Grant Osborne writes:  

 

“The problem today is so many want to give Christ virtually a ‘tithe’ of their life, that is, one-tenth to him 

and 90 percent for themselves.  Jesus makes it clear that such will not do” (Osborne, 152).   

 

Why?  Because He has already given everything for us.  Because He is the sovereign Lord of the universe 

and He deserves whole-hearted allegiance.   

 

But again, that doesn’t necessarily mean that we leave everything behind.  In fact, in our context, it 

probably means that we double down on the things that we need to do, but now with our hearts 

oriented not to them, but to Jesus as Lord.  We parent not primarily parenting as the world would have 
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us, but as servants of God.  We work in the workplace, not as the world does, but as servants of God.  

We hold our possessions not as things that belong to us, but as resources that God has given us to 

steward for His glory.   

 

Jesus calls us to radically reorient our lives to Him.   

 

Jesus calls His followers to radically reorient their lives to Him and to partner with Him in ministry.   

 

He calls us to partner with Him in ministry – letting people know that there is a treasure to be had that’s 

worth giving up everything.   

 

And if you think – but I’m just a simple country guy, I can’t do anything for the kingdom of God; I’m not 

qualified for that – look at who Jesus’ first disciples were.  Fishermen.  Guys who worked with their 

hands all day and smelled like sardines.  (Actually - In 2005, 300 short tons (270 t) of tilapia were caught 

by local fishermen).  There’s nothing ‘special’ about Jesus’ followers that qualifies us for ministry, but 

when we commit to it, Jesus fills us with power to reach the world for Him.  And it’s a privilege for us to 

partner with Him, whoever we are.   

 

I like how Michael Wilkins puts it -  

 

Modern readers must hear in Jesus’ call a challenge for all of us to put aright our lifelong ambitions...   

Whatever our profession, whether preacher or plumber, teacher or technician, hotel maid or hospital 

orderly, discipleship means that we place as the priority of our lives joining with Jesus in reaching our 

daily world with the good news of life in the kingdom of heaven. I cannot reach non-Christian police 

officers as efficiently as committed Christian police officers. No pastor can enter into the complex world 

of corporate finance as effectively as a committed and knowledgeable Christian businessperson. We 

each have a privileged place of ministry that is unique to following Jesus in our own daily lives.  

 

Wilkins, Michael J.. The NIV Application Commentary: Matthew (pp. 187-188). Zondervan. Kindle 

Edition. 

 

What’s that place of ministry for you, where you can express the character of Jesus through your 

personality for His glory?  Maybe you fish for people, or teach for the Kingdom, or cultivate souls, or 

cook for the hungry – whatever it is, do it in partnership with Jesus, and He will work through you.   

 

For those of us on the fence… 

For those of us who know you… 

 

 

BENEDICTION 

5. 1 Cor. 15:58 - Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the 

work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain. 


