John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, January 23, 2011 – Epiphany III
         Matthew 4:12-23 – “Following Jesus & Living the Christian Life”

Matthew begins by telling us about Jesus hearing the news of John’s arrest.  He then says that Jesus “withdrew to Galilee.”  The Greek word he uses here is anexorasen, meaning literally “to take refuge.”  You see, the arrest of John most likely spurred Jesus to move on.  If John could be arrested because he’d spoken out against a wrongful marriage arrangement, what might be the fate of one – namely Jesus – who was on the threshold of announcing that folks should “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven had come near?!

Matthew goes on to report to us that Jesus walked by the Sea of Galilee, and “recruited” two sets of brothers to leave their nets and their family fishing business, and to follow him … Simon and Andrew, and James and John.  And it’s interesting to note here that this was a command – “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.”  Not a question, such as, “I wonder if you would consider the possibility of tagging along – if you have the time, and if it’s not too inconvenient?!”
This invitation – this command – to “follow” is to:  Accompany Jesus, to learn from Jesus, to respond to Jesus, to imitate Jesus, to be loyal to Jesus, to bond with Jesus, and to abide in Jesus.  And this leaving of “fathers and fishing” was the beginning of a new set of relationships, and the start of a new occupation – “From now on you’ll be fishing for people!”

Life seemed pretty simple back then – probably not to Simon and Andrew, and to James and John, though!  And, I think, sometimes when we read passages like this, we might tend to think – well, back then it might have been easy for these guys (which it probably wasn’t) … but it’s different for us today!  We’re people with careers and mortgages (or rent)!  We have kids and other family who depend on us!  We have obligations and commitments we have to keep!
So just exactly how do you and I – today – live out Jesus’ command to “come and follow him?”
Following Jesus involves more than just professing what we believe.  Following Jesus involves putting into practice the things he taught – the things he continues to teach us today!  Following Jesus is as much about a “lifestyle” - as it is about what you and I believe!  It’s about a lifestyle that sets us apart from others.

I remember, years ago, when I was in the insurance business, running into one of my agents at a crusade when we lived in Fort Myers.  We said hello, and then I saw him again the next week when I visited him in his office.  And I still remember him saying to me, “It was good to see you at the crusade the other night.  Gee, I didn’t know you were a Christian!!”  Boy that got my attention!  I’m not quite sure what he meant by that – but it seemed to me I must have somehow been “hiding my light under a bushel!”

As the Church, we often talk about how important “discipleship” or following Jesus is.  But then, frequently, we lead people into believing that serving in the institutional Church is pretty much what living life as a disciple is all about!  Now, don’t get me wrong – serving in the Church is certainly important, and is definitely a part of our calling.  But it doesn’t end there!

Truly following Jesus and being his disciple involves more than just attending worship – even more than just staying awake during the sermon!  It involves more than just going to Sunday school and Bible study, or even singing in the choir or serving on the Vestry!  I know I’ve “quit preachin’ and gone to meddlin’ again!”  But we need to talk about this!  All these things are good, and necessary, and a part of our Christian life and growth – but doing all these things does not equate to fulfilling our call to “come and follow Jesus!” 

You see, Jesus calls us to transform the world around us – to reach out to the least, the lost and the lonely.  He calls us to move out of what goes on behind the walls of the Church, and to take our ministry out into the world!
My dad used to work with a man who would proudly say, “I’m at Church every time the doors are open!”  And good for him!  That’s great!  There’s nothing wrong with that!  But as I think back on hearing him say this – over and over again! … I wonder what he did – for Christ’s – when he wasn’t at his Church?!  Maybe plenty! … I don’t know!

Unfortunately, this understanding, this commitment, this response to live our faith out in the world – proactively following Jesus and his example – is not necessarily the norm in the Church today!  People tend to “compartmentalize,” and keep their “spiritual lives” separate and apart from the rest of their lives.  

19th century Danish philosopher, Soren Kierkegaard, referred to the typical Christian response as that of “admiring Christ - instead of following him.” (Repeat)
The question for us this morning is whether we – whether you and I – want to move from being “admirers” and even “worshippers” of Christ, to being his followers – his disciples?  And if you and I decide we want to take that step – or recommit to being a true disciple – then what does this really mean for us today?  Is Christianity, as some would have us think, merely a set of beliefs, or is it a “way of life?”  And if it is a “way of life,” what does this “life” look like?
In other words, what does a life of faith – a life committed to truly following Jesus – consist of?  And how do you and I express this kind of life in our world today?  Because we live in a world much different from the world of first century Palestine!  We live in a time, and a society and culture with different filters, different views, different understandings of the way things are, and different mindsets – from those of 2,000 years ago!

Well, here are a few ideas about how we might go about this:

1) Understand that you are a “new creation!”  2 Corinthians 5:17 – “So if anyone is in Christ, he/she is a new creation: everything old has passed away; everything has become new!”

2) Transforming and renewing your mind – Romans 12:2 – “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God – what is good and acceptable and perfect.”
3) Treating others with love – Philippians 2:3-4 – “Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves.  Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.”

4) Live out Jesus’ teachings – Matthew 5:3-10 – The Beatitudes

5) Share your faith! – Become a “fisher of men!” – Matthew 5:14-16 – “You are the light of the world.  A city built on a hill cannot be hid.  No one, after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all in the house.  In the same way, let your light shine before others, so they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven.”

You see, Jesus never painted a picture for us, or for his first disciples, that following him meant enjoying a life of ease and comfort, and of never experiencing any problems!  Following Jesus and living the Christian life means “putting our money where our mouth is,” and continually asking ourselves the question, “What would Jesus do?”  And not just stopping there, but moving in whatever direction the answer the Holy Spirit gives takes us!

Following Jesus and living the Christian life means moving beyond that “holy huddle” mentality and mindset, and being sensitive to the leading of the Holy Spirit - whenever the opportunity arises for us to respond, and to somehow, in some way – make a difference for Christ’s sake!

Following Jesus and living the Christian life – being a true disciple – means taking seriously and following the instructions in the second post-communion prayer (which we don’t often say!) – “And now, Father, send us out – to do the work you have given us to do” … Beyond the walls of this building! … The work God calls us to do outside of the institutional structure of the Church! … In those places, and in those ways, and at those times - where and when God provides us with opportunities to reach out, to serve, and to respond to the needs in the world around us!  The needs of the least, the needs of the lost, and the needs of the lonely!

Let’s pray.  Heavenly Father, thank you for your Church here on earth.  Thank you for the fellowship we have with our brothers and sisters in Christ, for being able to share in times of praise and worship, for opportunities we have to study and grow in the knowledge of your Word … And for the blessing we have of continually being nourished by the Body and Blood of your Son, Jesus Christ.
     Help us, Lord God, to remember, though, that truly following your Son Jesus Christ, as his disciple, involves a whole way of life.  And that the greatest work and ministry you’ve called us to is not within the walls of the Church, but out in the mission field – out in the world.  Help us to be sensitive to those ways we need to allow your Holy Spirit to transform us, and to give us a new and a fresh vision and fervor for living into the fullness Jesus intended for us – when he said to each of us, “Come, follow me!”  Amen!! 

