Series: Life in the Kingdom

The King Comes Calling
Mark 1:14-20

Some time back, a young boy arrived at Sunday school late. He was usually very prompt, so the teacher asked him if anything was wrong. The boy said that he had been getting ready to go fishing, but that his dad told him that he needed to go to church instead. The impressed teacher asked the boy if his father had explained why it was more important to go to church than fishing. The boy replied, “Yes, ma’am, he did. Dad said that he didn’t have enough bait for both of us.”
That’s a desperate way to introduce a sermon, but it’s not easy finding a story that’s about church and fishing at the same time. Mark records a better one which will be the focus of our study this morning. When Jesus appeared in Galilee to begin building His kingdom, the first thing He did was approach four professional fishermen with an invitation to make them “fishers of men.”
Everything Mark has to say about the time leading up to Jesus’ appearance in Galilee, he says in the 13 verses that were just read to you. Matthew commits 77 verses and Luke, 182 verses to this same lead-in. Mark has no birth narrative, no shepherds and no magi. The stories of John the Baptist, Jesus’ baptism and the wilderness temptations are bare summaries. Mark is concise, but he is adequately thorough in view of his purpose for writing this account of the life of Jesus.
Mark probably wrote in Rome to Gentile Christians shortly before or after the martyrdom of Peter, his source for the book. Christians were beginning to taste persecution, and it may be that Mark was writing to encourage them to remember that the very nature of life in the kingdom of God is such that it often places us in contention with the kingdoms of this world.
Mark reminds his readers that the Gospel of Christ began in the mind of God long before it began on earth. He cites an Old Testament prophecy of a forerunner to the messiah. “And so John came …” (1:4). This forerunner was conspicuously not a seeker of worldly comforts. John lived in desert regions, dressing in camel’s hair and dining on locusts and wild honey. And, he adamantly declared that Someone much greater than himself was on the way. “At that time Jesus came …” (1:9). Jesus was baptized by John, and the voice of God confirmed His Divine identity.
Mark does not record the specific wilderness temptations of Jesus, only that He was tempted. However, Mark does provide one unique detail: Jesus “was with the wild animals” (1:13). The wilderness was a home to wolves, wild boars, jackals, leopards and serpents. Some scholars picture an idyllic coexistence between Jesus and these beasts much like Adam experienced in Eden. That sounds fanciful to me. I doubt that there was anything idyllic about the wilderness, which is why angels attended Jesus (1:13). More likely, Mark included this detail to reinforce to Roman believers the danger motif of Christ (and Christians) living in a hostile world.

John preached a baptism of repentance in lieu of the kingdom of God that began to break into our world when Jesus came. Sometimes, this kingdom is described as far off in the future. Other times, it seems here and now. The kingdom is both present and future. Wherever Christ reigns, the kingdom of God exists. What remains future is a day when everything that stands opposed to Christ will be torn down and everyone who resists His reign will be driven to his knees.

So, what does it mean to be citizens of God’s kingdom today? There is no more reliable place to look than to the King Himself as He calls others into His kingdom. Jesus’ first order of business was to recruit disciples who would work to advance His kingdom. What did He demand of them? How did they respond to His call? And, are His expectations for us any different?
14After John was put in prison, Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. 15”The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!”

16As Jesus walked beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. 17”Come, follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will make you fishers of men.” 18At once they left their nets and followed him.


19When he had gone a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John in a boat, preparing their nets. 20Without delay he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men and followed him.

I. The Caller
A. Jesus Regarded the Spiritual Hunger of His Audience
From Matthew, we know that in the wilderness, Satan tried to entice Jesus to prove that He was the Son of God by turning a stone to bread, by leaping from the precipice of the temple and having the angels catch Him and by bowing to Satan. Not only did Jesus resist these temptations then, He continued to resist the same kinds of temptations throughout His ministry.

Jesus did not come to awe disciples into following Him. He did not come to entertain crowds. He did not come to buy affections with bread. He did not come to join the world in its vices and coarseness to show everyone how “real” He could be. He did not appeal to human ambition with promises of greatness. He did not promise to take all earthly troubles away. He did not come to pull at heart strings. About every twist on simply proclaiming the gospel that men have resorted to through the ages, Jesus categorically avoided even though the temptation was always present.
Men need to be reconciled to God, period, so that is what Jesus proclaimed. He treated people as though they had minds capable of grasping the greatest need of their souls, hearts that could be convinced of it and wills with the capacity to respond to the remedy that He came to offer. Jesus did not woo people with cute pointers on how to cope with the pressures of family, work or finances. He simply called them to live under the authority of the kingdom of God and its King.
B. Jesus Respected the Adequacy of His Message
When the devil tempted Him to turn stones to bread, Jesus said, “Man does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matthew 4:4). Regardless of what topic men demand to hear about, no topic will ever resonate louder to an aching heart than the news that man can be reconciled to God, so Jesus proclaimed “the good news of God.”
When Christians genuinely trust the adequacy of the Gospel, the weight of the world is lifted. Church leaders do not have to garb themselves in an aura of bravado to masks their fears. Preachers don’t have to constantly look for the next great church growth book. A sense of Divine mission will cause them all to surrender the burden for “building the church” to Jesus where it belongs. There will be no reason to resort to gimmicks that attract people and no pressure to convince them that the church is “relevant” to their needs. There will be little burden to be cute because the good news entrusted to us is that powerful. Amnesty for the rebel has been extended. Peace between man and God has been secured. Salvation has been won. We just need to proclaim it.
II. The Call

A. It Was the Time and Place for the Kingdom
“Jesus went into Galilee …” In the Old Testament, the first part of Israel to be overthrown by foreign invaders was the northern tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali, which would comprise Galilee in the days of Jesus. As recompense for being the first tribes to fall, the prophet Isaiah promised that one day this same region would be the first to see God’s salvation:

1Nevertheless, there will be no more gloom for those who were in distress. In the past he humbled the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali, but in the future he will honor Galilee of the Gentiles, by the way of the sea, along the Jordan--


2The people walking in darkness have seen a great light;

on those living in the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned.  – Isaiah 9:1, 2
Jesus began to preach “After John was put in prison …” John the Baptist had spoken of the arrival of one greater than himself. Elsewhere, John spoke of the need for Jesus to become greater as he became lesser. John was the forerunner who would come in the spirit of Elijah to announce the coming of Messiah. When John was removed from center stage, Jesus stepped forward in His role of Messiah, saying, “The time has come … The kingdom of God is near.”
B. The Ticket to the Kingdom Was a Simple Response to the King
Jesus proclaimed, “The kingdom of God is near. Repent …” Repentance was necessary on a number of levels. Clearly, people needed to repent of any violations of the Law’s moral code. But, more than that, they needed to repent of attitudes of indifference to God. They especially needed to repent of the wrong-headed notions of what God required of them. Under the influence of the Pharisees, religion in Israel had been reduced to a matter of observing certain symbolic rituals whether or not the meanings behind those rituals were reflected in their hearts.
Of course, true repentance is more than mere regret over the consequences of our sins. It demands that we develop revulsion for sin itself, everything that tears us away from God. To truly embrace God’s kingdom, repentance cannot be some once-and-done spiritual exercise. Repentance must be nurtured as an attitude, for distractions away from authenticity before the King assault us daily. The renegade sinner must repent of his sins, but so must the backslidden believer. The complacent Christian must repent of his complacency. The Christian that has been sidetracked by the world must repent of the fact that he has abandoned his first love.
But, to the message of repentance, Jesus added, “Believe the good news.” Eventually, Jesus would make it clear that what was to be embraced by faith was that He Himself was the King, the Messiah, the Christ of God. Of course, biblical belief is not merely the willingness to identify Jesus as the King of life, but to stake one’s life on that belief by serving Him as a subject and following Him as a disciple. True belief stakes one’s eternity on the fact that this King became the atoning sacrifice for sins Who was raised to life to seal a place in His kingdom for His own.
God’s Kingdom demands both repentance and belief. Without faith, repentance becomes despair over our failings. Without repentance, faith presumes spiritual safety. Repentance is a sinner’s response to God’s holiness. Faith is the soul’s response to Jesus, Who came to heal the breach.
III. The Called

A. These Men Were Unschooled and Ordinary
These particular disciples were fisherman on the Sea of Galilee. They were not necessarily poor. Commercial fishing on Galilee could secure a comfortable living. As children, they were educated in the synagogue schools. Still, these men were fishermen, not royals or scholars.
Heaven delights in employing servants that the world around them would deem of little account. When God called Gideon to lead His people in the days of the Judges, this least member of the least of the families of the least of the clans of Manasseh was threshing wheat in a winepress. He was hiding from Midianite raiding parties. God found him in his hiding place and called him a “mighty warrior.” God seems determined to work through such unlikely vessels to demonstrate His power, no doubt, because men seem so determined to trust the world’s notions of power.
B. These Men Were Discontented with Their Lives before Jesus

This was not the first encounter between Jesus and some of these men. Andrew had been a disciple of John the Baptist who drew a following because of the spiritual hunger in Israel. John pointed Jesus out as the One everyone was waiting for. Andrew introduced his brother Simon (aka Peter) as well as some of his other friends to Jesus. Everyone was captivated, no doubt. But, they didn’t know what was next, so they just continued doing what they did every day, fishing. It wasn’t taxing to believe what John said about Jesus as long as they were just waiting for Him to make His next move. Jesus hadn’t made any radical demands on them, at least, not until this day.
Many people are perfectly content to believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, since they don’t really know what that means anyway. He is an impressive and likable historical figure and as long as He stays over there, calling Him God’s Son doesn’t present much of a challenge to anyone. Of course, the test of authentic faith for these ancient disciples would be how they responded to some radical call for them to readjust their lives so as to follow Him. What we must understand is that Jesus has already extended to every disciple that same radical call. When He says, “Come,” true faith comes and when He says, “Go,” true faith goes, and when He says “Follow me,” the true believer understands immediately that He cannot stay where He is.
IV. The Calling
A. Jesus Called Them to Lives of Following Him
A father from a church tradition that observes Lent was trying to explain to his young son the necessity for giving up something for Lent. In fact, the father suggested that the boy give up candy. The father explained, “It will improve your character. You’ll be a better person on Easter Sunday if you give up candy. After all, your mother and I have given up liquor for Lent.” 

The boy said, “But Dad, I saw you and mom having a drink before dinner last night.”
The father replied, “That was wine. We gave up hard liquor.” 

So, the son countered, “Oh, that’s good. I’ll give up hard candy.”
The remarkable part of this story is that these professional fishermen dropped what they were doing and followed Jesus. To take a great way usually demands a separation from some lesser way. Many High School graduates go off to college, but that does not make them students. Eventually, they learn that they must separate themselves from the party scene and all the distractions that come with living away from Mom and Dad, if they are truly to qualify as students. Those who want an education and need a job, but also demand a social life, late-night carousing and extra-curricular activities inevitably discover that something has to give.
It is a simple equation, but kingdom citizens in this western culture seem to miss it. They buy into this world’s value system that celebrates power, success, self-assertiveness, personal ambition, affluence, leisure and recreation all at the same time. Somehow, they want to have it all and still walk in the assurance that they are living lives wholly surrendered to God. Countless prophets on the religious landscape assure us that we can have it all, but the math never adds up.

Rather than the joyful fullness of life that Jesus spoke of, life becomes more aptly described as a “schizophrenic tension.” We suppose that we can cling to everything that we can hold in our hands and still not be worldly. We try to live lives of self-indulgence and still think of ourselves as saintly. We look for some way to bear a cross of discipleship to Jesus without surrendering one iota of comfort. Had these first disciples attempted to take such an approach to discipleship, Jesus might have said something like: “… any of you who does not give up everything he has cannot be my disciple” (Luke 14:33). Oh, that’s right, He did say that.
B. Jesus Called Them into Lives of Fishing for Men
Specifically, Jesus would teach them how to fish for men the way He fished for them – no tricks, no gimmicks. Just step out into the world, suspect a need and trust the power of the good news of God.

The Bible teaches that some are gifted as evangelists. They can break new ground with the gospel. Some are gifted as teachers. They can put truths together and present them to others. Of course, once upon a time, someone was the first to say, “If I’m not gifted in those ways. I guess that means that God doesn’t expect me to fish for men.”
Today, the emphasis seems to be on building bigger and slicker churches rather than on making disciples one at a time, so it’s no wonder that so many believers feel like bystanders. Have we so specialized the work of fishing for men that we have forgotten the power of simply ministering to those who cross our paths in the daily rounds of life - visiting the sick, feeding the hungry, clothing the naked – whether or not they are members of our church? There is great power in offering a cup of cold water in Jesus’ name. And, it is such exposures to our faith that most often give birth to the best fishing - not to preach sermons or write books - but to credit the good news of Jesus as the source of the hope, joy and compassion that characterizes your life.
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