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Mark 1: 14-20
  

This text is loaded with heavy concepts:  The Kingdom of God, the Good News, Repentance, 
Calling to Discipleship, Following Jesus, Fishing for People.  We could spend a whole month 
on this one, beautiful, rich text.
  

The thing that stood out to me was the way Jesus was able, so easily, so quickly, to pull in 
these fishermen to be his followers. It’s peculiar, isn’t it?  He’s walking by the seaside and 
sees some fisherman casting their nets.  He calls out to them:  “Come on, follow me. I will 
make you fishers of people!”
  

And lo and behold, they do it. Immediately, without a word, they throw down their nets and 
follow him.
  

Can you imagine being summoned like that while doing your daily work and just leaving it all 
behind and going off with him?  No, you’d say:  Who are you?  Who do you think you are? 
What are you talking about?    
  

Well, we might hazard a guess that maybe Simon and Andrew, James and John, were not 
entirely strangers to Jesus. Maybe they had heard him preaching, maybe they had talked with
him before, so they knew what he was about. Now he had come and invited them, personally,
to join him in his mission.
  

Keep in mind that Jesus fitted into certain categories within that culture, which these 
fishermen recognized: he was a ‘rabbi’, or a ‘prophet’, or both. These fishermen knew what a 
rabbi was, and what a prophet was.
  

Now, in general, a rabbi in ancient Judaism, is a teacher, sometimes attached to a synagogue
congregation, rather like a pastoral minister, or rabbi today. The essential thing about a rabbi 
was that he was learned in the scriptures; he could read, in a society that was largely illiterate,
and he was considered qualified to interpret and teach the scriptures. 
  

Some rabbis were part-time, while also practicing a trade to make a living.  And some rabbis 
were itinerants, travelling about with disciples, teaching and preaching to the public. 
  

A ‘disciple’ of a rabbi is basically a learner. A disciple followed a rabbi to learn from him about 
the meaning of life, about what to hope for, and how to live well.
  

So when Simon and Andrew, James and John, left their fishing nets to follow Jesus, they 
were following him for the sake of learning about God and God’s Kingdom. Disciples of a 
rabbi typically stayed with him for a certain limited time.  You might compare this discipleship 
to a form of adult education.
  

Jesus was apparently not a religious professional, attached to a synagogue and paid by the 
congregation, but an itinerant rabbi. As an itinerant rabbi, he had supporters, people who 
respected what he did, and would put him up, and feed him, together with his disciples.
  

A rabbi tended to teach about the tradition; he was an interpreter of the law of Moses and the 
prophets. 
  

Another known quantity in ancient Judea was the ‘prophet’, similar, but more rare, and 
different from a rabbi, in that the prophet did not so much teach and interpret the tradition, but 
spoke out of direct inspiration from God. A prophet was an inspired person, a charismatic 
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person, who spoke out for God about the cirumstances of the time, spoke with authority, 
calling people to faith and hope in God, and to live in a certain way, according to God’s will.
  

But still, it’s curious that these fishermen chose to leave their occupation, and follow this 
rabbi, this prophet.
  

Let’s consider what kind of character could draw men like this – practical, hard working, hard 
bitten fishermen – why would they take him seriously, and choose to follow him about as his 
disciples? 
  

Let’s try to imagine what this Jesus was actually like.
  

As Christians today, after the resurrection, and all these centuries later, we know him as the 
risen Lord, Emmanuel, the Word made flesh, Son of God, the Saviour, the one in whom God 
is uniquely revealed.    
  

But the man of flesh, Jesus of Nazareth, who walked this earth about 2,000 years ago, was 
not immediately known in that way. 
  

Keep in mind he was really a man of flesh, in many ways an ordinary man of his time.  As I 
said last month – not half human, half God, but the 100% human person in whom God is 
uniquely present. 
  

First, we can put out of our mind that Jesus that we’ve seen so often in pictures:  that very 
white Jesus, with long brown hair and a neat beard, and clean white robe. That gentle Jesus, 
meek and mild, walking about with a little lamb in his arms.  
  

No, Jesus of Nazareth, who lived in Judea 2,000 years ago, was a man of his own culture, a 
middle eastern Jew, a Semite, speaking Aramaic:  dark unkempt beard, black hair, dark eyes, 
light brown skin.  
  

It’s absurd and tragic that so many Christians today are “white nationalists” or “white 
supremacists,” yet claim to be followers of Jesus, who was not, himself, a white man! Yes, 
even here in Canada such racism exists. It might even lurk somewhere in our own minds.
  

But No! Jesus was a brown man. Probably not very tall, by our standards. He couldn’t 
possibly have worn a white robe; in that dusty environment, it would be filthy the very first day.
  

This same gospel of Mark, in a later chapter, tells us that he was carpenter, and son of a 
carpenter, that he didn’t begin his special work until he was thirty years old.  
  

That suggests that he actually worked as a carpenter for many years, from the time he was a 
teenager till he was 30.  
  

Now the English word ‘carpenter’ means a person who works with wood, but in ancient 
Greek, this is ‘tekton’ – someone who works with his hands, probably skilled in some kind of 
building, whether of houses or furniture, but not necessarily exclusively with wood – in that 
stony country, maybe he worked with wood and stone. He works with tools. In our terms, 
maybe just as much a mason as a carpenter. 
Probably he’s a private businessman, until the age of 30. Think of that! He’s the first of a large
family of children, and his father is not around, so probably his mother is a widow.  As the 
eldest son he makes a living to support the family. Obviously he was doing something for 
those fifteen years or so.  
  

So these fishermen can identify with him. He’s a guy like them, with strong, rough hands, who
knows what it is to work hard all day to make a living for a family. 
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Though there’s no wife or children in sight, who knows whether he might have been married? 
It was very unusual for a man of thirty to be unmarried.  I would like to think that quite possibly
he was married. He was a sexual being, like everyone else. Maybe his wife had died in 
childbirth?  
  

(It’s only a wild guess; the NT gives us no information about that. He may have been celibate. 
Apparently there were a few rabbis who remained celibate).
  

 Now ‘Jesus’ is an Anglicized form of the Hebrew Yeshua.  His name is Yeshua (or Joshua). 
He was probably educated in a local synagogue school, taught by a local rabbi to read and 
write. 
  

He appears to be steeped in the Hebrew Bible, so he can read, and he has an extraordinary 
gift of eloquence and imagination: he speaks brilliantly. 
  

Probably he’s not from the very poorest class, like, say, the shepherds, since he’s educated; 
perhaps, as a ‘tekton,’ a skilled worker, he’s somewhat more middle class? 
  

Now a few weeks ago we heard about the baptism of Jesus by John the Baptist. Apparently 
Jesus had heard the preaching of John and had gone out to be baptized.  It was a baptism of 
repentance; people were washed in the river Jordan to symbolically wash away their sins. 
  

Perhaps Jesus felt a need of repentance.  Maybe he had done things he was sorry for, things 
he regreted.  He was, after all, a real baby, then a real little boy, then a real adolescent, and 
then a real young man. We are told in Luke’s gospel that he “grew in stature.”
  

We should not try to imagine him as  morally flawless his whole life long.  He had to grow up, 
not only physically, but emotionally, morally and spiritually too, like every other human being. 
In one text we are told that “he learned obedience through  his suffering.” We see in him a 
normal human process of growth and development.
  

We’re told that on the occasion of his baptism in the river Jordan, Jesus had an overwhelming
experience of God’s Spirit.  This was his experience of vocation or calling. He believed God 
spoke to him and called him to a special mission. This must have been an awesome 
experience, not unlike that of Moses with his burning bush, or the prophet Jeremiah, whose 
calling we heard of this morning.   
  

Jesus was perhaps a follower of John the Baptist. Now John the Baptist had been a 
courageous prophet who had criticized King Herod, and for that he had been executed by 
beheading. Our text tells us that when John was arrested, Jesus took up his rabbinical and 
prophetic work. 
  

But Jesus (Yeshua) was quite different from John. The Baptist had been an ascetic, more like 
a monk, living in the wilderness, fasting, living on locusts and honey. But Jesus was different. 
He came “eating and drinking.” He lived in the midst of regular society. 
  

He liked people. He kept the company of rough people, like fishermen, and tax collectors and 
so-called sinners, and disreputable women.  
  

He ate and drank with them, which was a sign of friendship.  The strict religious peoeple 
hated him for that.
  

Jesus was even accused of being a glutton and a drunkard.  Which I’m sure he was not, but 
his enemies saw him that way:  a man who enjoyed life and liked company.  In short, he was 
a likable, lovable character.  A man who could laugh and enjoy himself. He was, no doubt, 
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what we would call a charismatic personality, exuding confidence, humour, and also a sense 
of authority.
  

There are indications that he wasn’t always meek and mild. He could be furiously angry, as 
when he threw over the tables of the money changers in the temple, or when he ferociously 
attacked the pharisees as hypocrites. 
  

He was also a man of prayer. He would go off by himself to pray, to spend time in private with 
God; he taught them to pray “in their closets,” privately, and also taught them the prayer which
we repeat every week, “Our Father, who art in heaven….….”
  

Incidentally, we should notice that in the gospels we hear about a group of women frequently 
in his company, which was very unconventional for that time.  We hear of several Mary’s: 
Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and John, Mary of Clopas, and Mary of Bethany,
and Martha, her sister. We also hear of a Susannah, and a Joanna. 
  

Jesus could be called a ‘feminist.’ He seemed to like women and to respect themn. He broke 
the traditions of his day, teaching them, and treating them with dignity, and as equals.
  

These women were disciples too – learners also, though perhaps according to the custom of 
the time, it wasn’t possible for them to travel about with him. 
  

So, all of this helps us to see why these fishermen, and women too, responded to his 
invitation to follow him. He is one of them. They can identify with him.  As we can identify with 
him too.  He’s also one of us. 
  

But they also saw him  as someone very special, as a rabbi and a prophet, who can teach 
them, and, they thought, maybe he’s even the expected Messiah.   
    
  

So Jesus said to Simon and Andrew, James and John:  “Come on, follow me, I’ll make you 
fishers of people?”  
  

Does this remind you of an old Sunday School song?  I learned it way back about 75 years 
ago. Maybe you learned it too.  If you’re muted and you know it, you can sing it along with me:
  

“I will make you fishers of men, fishers of men, fishers of men. I will make you fishers of
men, if you follow me.  If you follow me, If you follow me, I will make you fishers of 
men, if you follow me.”

  

So Jesus wasn’t just asking them to come and do adult education, just some academic thing 
with a rabbi.  No, he was inviting them into a movement.
  

It was a movement for the Kingdom of God. Perhaps they had heard him preaching:  “Repent,
the Kingdom of God is at hand, believe in the good news.” What’s the Kingdom of God?
  

The prayer that Jesus taught his disciples, and which we pray every Sunday tells us:  “Thy 
Kingdom come, Thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”  These two things go together: 
The Kingdom of God and God’s will. Same thing.
  

The Kingdom of God is where God’s will is done.  The Kingdom of God is where justice 
flourishes, where love abounds, where peace reigns.  
  

This is what God the Creator intends for us human beings:  the Hebrews had known this 
since Moses, and in the teachings of the prophets: God’s will is that we live together in justice,
love and peace.
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The message that Jesus teaches and preaches is all about this Reign, or Rule of God, where 
God’s will is done.
  

But this was more than a moralistic pep talk. Jesus believes that God’s Kingdom will triumph. 
Finally, in God’s eternal Kingdom, an everlasting kingdom, life will triumph over death, and 
justice over oppression, and love over hate.  Jesus invites his disciples to live in this hope that
the power of evil will not prevail forever.  
  

The Kingdom of God, says Jesus, is like a mustard seed, that grows into a great bush; or a bit
of yeast in a lump of dough, causing the whole loaf to rise. The Kingdom is growing, and we 
are called to be part of it and help it grow. 
  

Jesus was inviting these fishermen – and also, the women, and the tax collectors - he is 
inviting them all to live here and now in this Kingdom or Reign of God, which is growing in the 
world.
  

To be part of this Kingdom they had to ‘repent’.  That means, turn their lives around. Live in 
accordance with God’s will.   
  

Basic to Jesus’ teaching, of course, was the love of God.  The God he knew, intimately, as his
Abba Father, was the eternal Love, the loving Creator, who loves the whole creation, and 
loves all people, and  loves us all with an inexhaustible, unconditional love.  He speaks about 
the love of God constantly in his parables. 
  

If we deeply believe that God IS love, then love becomes the most important thing in life. This 
was the faith of Jesus:  that Love is the highest and deepest reality in the universe.  
  

This above all is what they would have noticed about Jesus.  Not only in his words, but in his 
deeds, he was remarkably compassionate, caring, forgiving, generous, kind.
  

Love was predominant in the ethical teaching of Jesus, as well as his deeds.  If we love God 
and love our neighbour, that is all we need to do.   That is “the whole of the law and the 
prophets.” That’s what he taught the disciples who had chosen to follow him.
  

“Love, Love, Love,”  as the Beatles used to sing. “All you need is love. Love love, love. Love 
is you all you need.” I guess the Beatles were singing about romantic love, which is worth 
singing about.
  

But mainly, Jesus was talking about agape, caring love, serving love.
  

So he didn’t care much about the details of the Mosaic law, the rituals, or the dietary 
restrictions or how strictly you kept the sabbath. No. What he cared about was living in love, 
because love is all you need. Love is the foundation of everything. “Love one another that 
your joy may be full he said,” he said. Love brings joy. 
  

In practical terms, love means justice, being fair, and true peace, living in harmony. Jesus 
lived it, as well as talked about it.
  
  

Now, two thousand years later, we are his followers, we are his disciples in today’s world. God
works in us, and others, through the Spirit, to grow the Kingdom of love. 
  

We will do that in all different ways, according to our personal characteristics. It’s what we do 
with our time, what we do with our money. Everybody loves in a different way. 
  

What about fishing for people? Are we fishers of people? 
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loves all people, and  loves us all with an inexhaustible, unconditional love.  He speaks about 
the love of God constantly in his parables. 
  

If we deeply believe that God IS love, then love becomes the most important thing in life. This 
was the faith of Jesus:  that Love is the highest and deepest reality in the universe.  
  

This above all is what they would have noticed about Jesus.  Not only in his words, but in his 
deeds, he was remarkably compassionate, caring, forgiving, generous, kind.
  

Love was predominant in the ethical teaching of Jesus, as well as his deeds.  If we love God 
and love our neighbour, that is all we need to do.   That is “the whole of the law and the 
prophets.” That’s what he taught the disciples who had chosen to follow him.
  

“Love, Love, Love,”  as the Beatles used to sing. “All you need is love. Love love, love. Love 
is you all you need.” I guess the Beatles were singing about romantic love, which is worth 
singing about.
  

But mainly, Jesus was talking about agape, caring love, serving love.
  

So he didn’t care much about the details of the Mosaic law, the rituals, or the dietary 
restrictions or how strictly you kept the sabbath. No. What he cared about was living in love, 
because love is all you need. Love is the foundation of everything. “Love one another that 
your joy may be full he said,” he said. Love brings joy. 
  

In practical terms, love means justice, being fair, and true peace, living in harmony. Jesus 
lived it, as well as talked about it.
  
  

Now, two thousand years later, we are his followers, we are his disciples in today’s world. God
works in us, and others, through the Spirit, to grow the Kingdom of love. 
  

We will do that in all different ways, according to our personal characteristics. It’s what we do 
with our time, what we do with our money. Everybody loves in a different way. 
  

What about fishing for people? Are we fishers of people? 
  



When we fish for people, what are we fishing for? Do we just want them to come and join our 
religious  club, help us to pay our bills, keep the church going.  Well, that would be nice. That 
would be good.
  

But more than that, basically, we’re inviting people, as Jesus did, to come and join the 
Kingdom, the participate in the growth of that Kingdom of love and justice right here and now. 
  
  

How do I end this? It’s best to end this with a bit of poetry from a wonderful hymn that we’re 
going to sing next: 
  

“to find the lost and lonely one, to heal the broken soul with love, to feed the hungry children 
with warmth and good food, to feel the earth below, the sky above…
  

“to free the prisoner from all chains, to make the powerful care, to rebuild the nations with 
strength and good will, to see God’s children everywhere!”
  

“Come on, follow me,” says Jesus. “I will make you fishers of people!”
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