Sunday 1 March 2009 : Matthew 4 : 12-25 
Repent, said Jesus, for the Kingdom of Heaven is near [Matthew 4.17]. Exactly, in fact, what we heard John the Baptist say in Matthew 3.2, but though the words are identical, the meaning is more profound when they come from the lips of Jesus, who baptises not only with water but with the Holy Spirit and with fire. As proclaimed by Jesus, the message is raised to a higher key, as we notice in the rest of this morning’s lesson. 
First, we see Jesus call the disciples, and isn’t it interesting that Jesus doesn’t demand these fishermen attend a 12-week course on the Christian faith before accepting them as members of His church? Nor did He drag a soapbox down to the beach, deliver a three-point sermon, and have a robed choir sing Just as I am during the altar call!

All Jesus said was : Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men. In fact, only in Luke’s gospel is there any evidence to suggest that these guys had ever heard Jesus preach. I expect they would have known Him as the local joiner, probably round about their own age, but I’m not sure that growing up alongside someone, and kicking a ball about in the street with him, exactly helps you to have supernatural faith in someone.

Whatever they knew about Jesus, one thing is absolutely certain, they wouldn’t have the foggiest idea where following Him would take them. The day and hour they made the massive step of faith to leave their nets and follow Jesus, they wouldn’t have a clue what lay ahead, the miraculous deeds they would not only see but take part in, the scary head-to-head confrontations between Jesus and the powers-that-be that left them out on a limb with no exit strategy – far less the cross, the resurrection, Pentecost etc.
They had to make their decision about Jesus with only a tiny fraction of the information you and I are privileged to have about His life, and death, and rising again, and the impact His gospel would make on the world. Yet they made that commitment, in good faith, and though they would go off-message time and again, though Jesus would often tear out His hair in frustration at how obtuse the disciples seemed to be, though at the toughest times they would run and hide under the bed – all of which Jesus knew when He called them – their heart was right, even if their performance frequently wasn’t.

Jesus came to these men and challenged them Follow me. They made a quality decision of faith to do so, and they went in the only way it is possible to go in, head first. There are no job opportunities for part-time disciples. There is no integrity, and no blessing, in a veneer of Sunday morning religious observance spread thinly over a lifestyle that basically ignores Jesus for the other 167 hours per week. For Jesus, it’s all or nothing, and that’s not just my personal opinion, it’s the consistent witness of the scriptures.  

As we go through Matthew, we’ll hear Jesus make some uncompromising demands on those who take His Name upon their lips. But the great thing is that, for us, to choose Jesus is not a step into the unknown. We have available to us all the evidence we could possibly ask for to justify making that life-changing decision to follow Him.
There are umpteen versions of the Bible freely available, there’s wall-to-wall Christian programmes beamed into our living room through the wonders of satellite TV, plus books and tapes and DVD’s by all preachers great and small, yet in Scotland today the level of ignorance about Jesus is frightening – not least because, as the Bible teaches, that ignorance is killing people. In Hosea 4.6, God laments that my people are destroyed from lack of knowledge. That is the tragedy of our time.

The truth, that so many people remain unaware of, and I certainly don’t mean blissfully unaware of, is that, because of Jesus there is no need any more for anyone to endure the burden of guilt, or condemnation, or disease, or depression, or defeat in any way, shape or form. These things do not, and cannot honour God. They are not, never have been, and never will be, any part of God’s plan for His children. They are the consequences of human sin – but now Jesus has overcome sin and robbed it of its malignant power. 

It is the devil who comes in these ways to steal, kill and destroy. Jesus came that all of us may enjoy life in all its rich, glorious, God-given abundance and freedom, and it is unacceptable that so many people go unnecessarily to an early grave after a frustrating, unfulfilled life without ever discovering what Jesus has done for them ; ripped off by the devil through ignorance from what Jesus’ blood has bought and paid for. 

What more could God have done to reveal the fullness of His love for every single human being that walks on the face of the earth than to send His Son to live our life, die our death, and release us from the curse of disobedience to enjoy the blessing He had always intended, from the very beginning, for His people to walk in? 

Yet, for the vast majority of people today, Jesus is not a major factor in how they think, how they feel, what choices they make, what actions they take, what habits they have, what character they develop, what destiny they create for themselves. And if Jesus isn’t allowed into their thought processes, is it any surprise that things turn out horribly wrong, and we hear the plaintive bleat : Why me? Why did God do this to me?

God had nothing to do with it! God was never permitted to have anything to do with it, and God respects our free will, no matter how perversely we use it! One preacher once said that God is so courteous and respectful that he’ll even hold the door into hell open for us, but please understand that God’s will is always for our good. There is a good old Hebrew word shalom, sometimes translated peace, but that’s a pale shadow of what it truly means. It’s nearer to wholeness, nothing missing, nothing broken. 
Shalom encompasses every blessing of God has ever poured out, blessing frittered away by disobedience at Eden but restored by costly obedience at Calvary, a blessing described in 3 John 2 : I pray that you may prosper and enjoy good health, even as your soul prospers. Blessing in your born-again spirit, sealed with the Holy Spirit forever. Blessing in your soul, love, joy and peace overflowing. Blessing in your body, healthy and strong from head to foot. Blessing in your family, all thriving and serving God in harmony. Blessing in your material possessions, enough not just for your own needs, but also to be a blessing to those in need. That is shalom, and it’s God’s will for you. 
Not only His will, but also His accomplished purpose, because Jesus went to the cross and redeemed us by His own blood so that we could reign with Him not just in the sweet by-and-by but in this bruising here-and-now. That’s what so many people do not know, and because they don’t know Jesus has overcome death, disease and despair, sin, sorrow and suffering, they believe their present lousy plight is as good as it gets. 

Because people don’t know Jesus, they don’t know what Jesus has bought and paid for, protection against disease and disaster every step of the way when we choose to follow Him, victory over opposition, temptation and discouragement. These are all marvellous blessings, and people are dying ahead of time, unfulfilled, because they don’t know the gospel – that Jesus has redeemed us from the curse and released God’s blessing in us.

It is our job, as the church, to address the urgent need of the people round about us to discover what Jesus has done for them. It is our job, as the church, to be single-minded and focused on proclaiming Christ crucified and risen, and the release through the Holy Spirit, upon all who will make the decision to follow Him, of that shalom. When Jesus said : Follow me … He also said : and I will make you fishers of men. 
When we become Christ-followers, we don’t just get to stop, lie back in a deckchair, and enjoy the spiritual scenery. We have a God-given destiny to accomplish, and it is to help others along the path to becoming disciples of Jesus Christ. We are fishers of men, Jesus tells us, although what He doesn’t spell out quite so clearly is that our method of fishing is to become the bait! Viewers of the Jaws series may not enjoy hearing that!
What do I mean by that rather unnerving statement? Well, let’s go back to the very first text we looked at this morning. The Kingdom of Heaven is near. What does that mean? Well, you know that prayer that says : Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in Heaven? In other words, it’s time for this earth to operate according to the laws and principles of heaven, not the stupidity and selfishness and ignorance of the flesh.

And who do you think has the pleasure and privilege of implementing this new way of doing things, which actually isn’t new at all, but God’s original plan from the beginning that man made a mess of and Jesus came to sort! If you answered : the church, you win a coconut. A virtual coconut, anyway! How do we do it? By doing what we see Jesus doing, just as Jesus did what He saw His Father doing. In vs.23-25 we find a snapshot of Jesus doing – teaching and preaching the good news, healing every disease and sickness among the people. And when He did, large crowds followed.

At this year’s General Assembly, no doubt there will be the usual much hand-wringing about how to get people back to church. In these verses, Jesus tells us! Follow Him, and heal every disease and sickness among the people – and you know what? Large crowds will come and hear the good news! Whose job do you think that might be? Yes, ours!!

Now I might be wrong, but I’ve a funny feeling that such bold and faithful adherence to the Word of God may not be adopted by the brethren and sistern of the Assembly, and if that’s the case large crowds will continue to stay away in their droves. 
But, here in our small corner of Scotland, we need to get the truth out there, because it is the truth of God’s Word, and that truth alone, that will set the people free, and stop the needless tragedy of so many people dying before their time, before they’ve fulfilled God’s plan and God’s call on their lives. It’s time to go fishing, and our discipleship is the bait. God’s plan is that when the folks out there see the consistent quality of our lives, no matter what’s going on round about us, they’ll want a piece of what we’ve got.

Your job and mine is to be the bait that encourages the unbelieving family member, friend or colleague, to bite, to taste and see that the Lord is good. The life of Christian discipleship is a fishing expedition with a difference. If the faith we say we hold is to have an ounce of credibility, it needs to be reflected in a 24/7 walk with Christ of such transparent goodness and attractiveness that people will notice the difference.
Here’s the deal. We are to live the life that the death and resurrection of Jesus enables and empowers us to live – the Kingdom of Heaven life right here on earth. That means ourselves and our families maintaining consistently higher levels of joy and peace and love, health and prosperity and generosity, than anyone else, and giving 100% of the glory to Jesus. I think I can just about live with that. How about you?

