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Matthew 4:12-23 

The command / invitation to Peter, Andrew, James and John to "Come, follow me," is not: "I wonder if you would consider the possibility of 

tagging along if you have the time, and it's not too inconvenient." 

Year A  

Epiphany 3  

January 26, 2014 
Sunday Between January 21 and January 27 Inclusive 

Read the passage at the bottom of this post: Matthew 4:12-23, The 

Message   or   Matthew 4:12-23, The New Revised Standard Version (NRSV). 

Click here for an easy to print or email Adobe PDF version of this note. 

Sermon by the Rev. Dr. George Hermanson, "Light Cannot Be Divided." 

Having interrupted readings from Matthew for Epiphany and Baptism by 

skipping over to John last Sunday, we are back at Matthew this week. But the skipping has omitted the story 

of Jesus' testing / tempting (this will be told in a few more weeks on the first Sunday of Lent). Instead, we 

repeat the calling of the first disciples. 

Matthew 4:12-17, establishes Jesus as the successor of John the Baptist. We learn that John has been 

arrested, and Jesus has "withdrawn" - or fled; probably to avoid being arrested himself. He returns to Galilee 

at first, and then moves to Capernaum - once again fulfilling a prophetic text, Isaiah 9:1-2. 

Matthew 4:17 is a direct quote of John the Baptist's proclamation, 3:1 

From this time, Jesus began to proclaim,  

"Repent, for the Kingdom of heaven  

has come near (or, is at hand)." 

The only problem with this is that in fact, from this point on, Matthew never reports Jesus as actually calling 

on people to repent! And "the Kingdom of heaven has come near" only occurs one more time when Jesus 

instructs the 12 to go out on their own (Matthew 10:7). 

Bruce Malina and Richard Rohrbaugh (See footnote below.) dismiss modern interpretations of this passage as 

being about "final judgment," or "the end times."  

Jesus, and his followers / hearers would have understood "has come near" as quite literally "what will 

happen next." 

http://www.holytextures.com/2011/01/matthew-4-12-23-year-a-epiphany-3-january-21-january-27-sermon.html#MSG
http://www.holytextures.com/2011/01/matthew-4-12-23-year-a-epiphany-3-january-21-january-27-sermon.html#MSG
http://www.holytextures.com/2011/01/matthew-4-12-23-year-a-epiphany-3-january-21-january-27-sermon.html#NRSV
http://www.holytextures.com/Matthew-04-12-23.pdf
http://www.georgehermanson.com/
http://www.georgehermanson.com/2008/01/light-cannot-be.html
http://davidewart.typepad.com/.a/6a00d8345310da69e201a3fc81db4d970b-popup
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The fact that the Kingdom of heaven did not happen next was the first crisis of faith Jesus' followers 

experienced after his execution. Their re-interpretation of how "has come near" is true in the life, execution, 

death and resurrection of Jesus was a bold act of imagination and re-invention of the world. 

The command / invitation to Peter, Andrew, James and John to "Come, follow me," is not: 

I wonder if you would consider the possibility of tagging along if you have the time, 

and it's not too inconvenient. 

The invitation / command to "follow" is to: 

 accompany, 

 learn from, 

 respond to, 

 imitate, 

 be loyal to, 

 bond with, 

 abide in 

Leaving of fathers and fishing establishes a new set of kinship relationships: with Jesus and his other 

followers; and a new occupation: as recruiters of others to the Way of Jesus. 

Verse 4:23 provides a summary of Jesus' ministry which Matthew will report in more detail in the following 

chapters: 

 teaching (Chapters 5-7, the "Sermon on the Mount") 

 healing (Chapters 8-9) 

 proclaiming (Chapter 10, as the 12 are sent out) 

For modern hearers of this story (as it also was beginning with the second and third generation of followers) 

there are a number of challenges: 

1. Jesus was single, and his followers left their families.  

How do our relationships with friends and/or family compromise our undivided 

living the Way of Jesus? 

    

2. Jesus was an itinerant (i.e., he traveled from place to place with no permanent 

residence of his own), and his followers left their homes.  

How do the responsibilities of jobs and/or housing compromise our undivided living 

the Way of Jesus? 
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In other words, as people with jobs and mortgages and kids and aging parents and pets, just exactly how do 

we "Come, and follow?" 

David Ewart, 

www.holytextures.com 

Historical background information in this post is drawn primarily from Social-Science Commentary on the 

Synoptic Gospels, see link below, pages 37-39. 

* Link to Amazon.com Bibliography for Bruce Malina, Richard Rohrbaugh, et. al., Social Science Commentary 

on ... The Synoptic Gospels; The Gospel of John; The Book of Acts; The Letters of Paul; The Book of 

Revelation; and others. 

Matthew 4:12-23 (NRSV) 

   12 Now when Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee. 13 He left Nazareth and 

made his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, 14 so that what had been 

spoken through the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled: 

   15 "Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali,  

         on the road by the sea, across the Jordan,  

         Galilee of the Gentiles—  

   16 the people who sat in darkness  

      have seen a great light,  

      and for those who sat 

         in the region and shadow of death  

      light has dawned." 

   17 From that time Jesus began to proclaim, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near." 

   18 As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his 

brother, casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen. 19 And he said to them, "Follow me, and I will 

make you fish for people." 20 Immediately they left their nets and followed him. 21 As he went from there, he 

saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee and his brother John, in the boat with their father Zebedee, 

mending their nets, and he called them. 22 Immediately they left the boat and their father, and followed him. 

   23 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. 

New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the 

United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved. 

http://www.holytextures.com/
http://www.amazon.com/Bruce-J.-Malina/e/B000APRY4A/ref=ntt_athr_dp_pel_1
http://www.ncccusa.org/newbtu/permiss.html
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Matthew 4:12-23 (The Message) 

   12 When Jesus got word that John had been arrested, he returned to Galilee. 13 He moved from his 

hometown, Nazareth, to the lakeside village Capernaum, nestled at the base of the Zebulun and Naphtali 

hills. 14 This move completed Isaiah's sermon:  

   15 Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali,  

         road to the sea, over Jordan,  

         Galilee, crossroads for the nations.  

   16 People sitting out their lives in the dark  

         saw a huge light;  

      Sitting in that dark, dark country of death,  

         they watched the sun come up. 

   17 This Isaiah-prophesied sermon came to life in Galilee the moment Jesus started preaching. He picked up 

where John left off: "Change your life. God's kingdom is here." 

   18 Walking along the beach of Lake Galilee, Jesus saw two brothers: Simon (later called Peter) and Andrew. 

They were fishing, throwing their nets into the lake. It was their regular work. 19 Jesus said to them, "Come 

with me. I'll make a new kind of fisherman out of you. I'll show you how to catch men and women instead of 

perch and bass." 20 They didn't ask questions, but simply dropped their nets and followed. 

   21 A short distance down the beach they came upon another pair of brothers, James and John, Zebedee's 

sons. These two were sitting in a boat with their father, Zebedee, mending their fishnets. Jesus made the 

same offer to them, 22 and they were just as quick to follow, abandoning boat and father. 

   23 From there he went all over Galilee. He used synagogues for meeting places and taught people the truth 

of God. God's kingdom was his theme—that beginning right now they were under God's government, a good 

government! He also healed people of their diseases and of the bad effects of their bad lives. 

Scripture quotations from THE MESSAGE. Copyright © by Eugene H. Peterson 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002. Used by permission of 

NavPress Publishing Group. 

http://www.navpress.com/landing/content.aspx?id=192

