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Almost from the beginning of the Christian movement, 

Christians have argued with one another about what 

comes first in human transformation. God drawing near 

to human beings or human beings seeking God. While 

this may seem to be an irrelevant question to us, our 

spiritual ancestors argued so fervently about it that on 

one occasion a bishop punched another one because he 

believed that other bishop’s opinion was wrong. 

 

For all of my personal reflection on the Christian faith, I 

believe that both God's action and human response are 

necessary for salvation. The Scripture tells us that God is 

always reaching out, calling to human beings, seeking us 

out. But sometimes we humans do not see or feel God 

reaching out until after we have actively begun seeking 

God. When it comes to the subject of human 

transformation, the Holy Spirit blows where it will and it 

often and is often active in our lives far before we realize 

it. 

 

As Jesus began his earthly ministry, he returned from 

the desert in Judea to Galilee. Matthew tells us that it 

was not until Jesus heard that John the Baptist had been 

arrested, that he returned to the North to begin his 



ministry. While there was some relationship between 

the ministries of Jesus and John, John's public ministry 

had effectively ended just as Jesus ministry was 

beginning. 

 

As students of Scripture, we will recall that when 

Matthew introduced us to the adult Jesus in chapter 

three, Jesus had journeyed to the Jordan Valley to be 

baptized by John, and after the Holy Spirit rested upon 

him in the form of a dove, Jesus was driven into the 

wilderness to be tempted by the devil. Like the other 

Gospels, Matthew tells us that John's baptism was a 

baptism of repentance proclaimed at the. 

 

That proclaimed the end of an old life and the beginning 

of a new. This leads to a question that lacks an easy 

answer. If Jesus was sinless, which the Bible proclaims to 

be true, what in the world did he need to repent from? 

How can a sinless person receive a baptism of 

repentance? Usually when we speak of repentance, we 

think of turning away from sin and embracing the Holy 

Spirit's call to righteous living. 

 

While repentance always leads away from always leads 

to transformation. What if Jesus was not repenting from 

sin, but rather, what if he was repenting? Turning away, 

if you will, from his old life in Nazareth, to embrace his 



call as the Messiah. While this is not the way that we 

usually use the word repent. This situation certainly 

showed Jesus turning away from one thing to embrace 

another. 

 

As Jesus left Judea after staying true to his mission and 

refusing to bow to the devil in the wilderness. He did not 

return to Nazareth and make his home there. Instead, 

he went to Capernaum by the sea in the territory of 

Zebulun and Naphtali. I believe that there were both 

spiritual and practical reasons for this decision. Matthew 

tells us plainly about the spiritual reasons for Jesus 

decision. 

 

When he writes that this was to fulfill what the prophet 

Isaiah had said. But on a more practical note, I believe 

that Jesus decision to base himself in Capernaum 

teaches us something very important about repentance. 

Jesus had just made a major life change. He had left his 

old life as a tradesman behind and had two major 

spiritual experiences his baptism and his temptation. 

 

And while he lacked sin to repent of, he certainly had an 

old life that he was leaving behind an old life that was 

marked by different priorities from those of the mission 

that he was embarking upon. When a person undergoes 

a tremendous life change, it is often who know those 



who know the person best, who have the most difficult 

time embracing the change. 

 

With this in mind, I believe that part of the reason Jesus 

chose Capernaum to begin his ministry was to establish 

himself without having others consistently attempting to 

relate to him the way that they had grown used to 

relating to him. As Matthew relays Isaiah's prophecy to 

us. It also communicates something very important 

about the way that the light of repentance comes upon 

us. 

 

In quoting Isaiah, Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, on 

the road of the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of the 

Gentiles, the people who have seen sat in darkness have 

seen a great light. For those who sit in the region of the 

shadow of death. Light has dawned. It could be very 

tempting to misread Isaiah's prophecy as saying that 

God was not present until Jesus showed up in this 

region. 

 

But I believe that Matthew is attempting to proclaim the 

exact opposite message. This mixed region of mixed 

religious and ethnic background. This region, given up by 

people in the time between Isaiah and Jesus, has a place 

that was outside of God's favor, is a place where God is 



already at work. And not only is it a place where God is 

already at work. 

 

It is a place where the fullness of God's light will first 

shine as Jesus begins his public ministry. In verse 17, 

Jesus proclaims, repent, for the kingdom of heaven has 

come near. Further showing that God is already at work 

in Galilee before Jesus arrived. Returning to the initial 

question of which comes first God's action or human 

seeking? Notice what Jesus says. 

 

He does not say for the people to repent, and then the 

kingdom of heaven will come near. He does not say that 

if they repent, God will draw near to them. He says, the 

kingdom of heaven has already come near. So in 

response, they should turn around and seek God before 

one can journey to the light. He or she must first see and 

feel the light. 

 

Right here in the heart of Jesus message is the way that 

God is at work. It is precisely in those places that human 

beings believed to be the most forsaken by God. That 

God does his best work. It is precisely in those places 

that human beings have given up on that God's light 

shines. For when Jesus entered Galilee of the Gentiles. 

 



He told the people that the kingdom of God had already 

come near to them. As Jesus continued the opening 

stages of his earthly ministry, he walked by the sea and 

began to call disciples. He saw Simon and Andrew and 

called out to them. Follow me, and you will fish for 

people much like Jesus called others in Capernaum. 

Simon and Andrew responded to God coming near to 

them by doing the exact same thing that Jesus did. 

 

They left their boats, nets, trade, and old life behind 

them in response to God's call. In the following verses, 

the same pattern repeats itself with James and John, the 

sons of Zebedee. In this section of Scripture, Matthew 

moves us beyond the general framework of Jesus 

ministry to a specific application in the calling of the first 

disciples. He shows us that Jesus began his work in a 

place that, although it was thought to be outside of 

God's favor by many of his time, Jesus knew God was 

already there. 

 

In a very real sense. I believe that the story of Jesus 

calling the four fishermen is an example of verse 17 at 

work. While our usual our understanding of repentance 

as a turning away from sin and into a new life is certainly 

a foundation of our faith. I believe that Matthew is 

challenging us, pushing us to take a broader view of 

repentance and transformation. 



 

Not everything that we are called to leave behind in 

order to follow Jesus is wrong or sinful. There was 

nothing sinful about Jesus laboring as a tradesman. Sure, 

it would have been sinful for him to ignore his mission 

from God and to live out his life as a builder in Nazareth. 

But there is nothing inherently sinful about being a 

builder. 

 

It is an honest living that supports many a family. 

Likewise, there was nothing sinful about running a 

fishing business. Peter, Andrew, James and John and 

their relatives were engaged in an honest trade that put 

food on their tables and roofs over their heads. But 

when the kingdom of God drew near to them, they 

could not and would not remain the same. 

 

Walking away from their nets was not about walking 

away from sin. It was about embracing the fullness of 

God's vision for their lives. As we bring this text forward 

into our own time and place, I believe that one of the 

things that frequently prevents us from embracing what 

God is doing in the world is the belief that leaving 

something behind means that what we are leaving 

behind must be wrong or sinful. 

 



While God certainly lets us, calls us to let go of beliefs 

and practices that lead us away from him, I do not 

believe that most of the visioning questions facing the 

church today are questions of right and wrong, of good 

and evil. As I look at the discernment that we as God's 

people wrestle with in local congregations, in the 

denomination and in the church at large, most of the 

things that we need to seek God's guidance regarding 

are choices between competing good things. 

 

We have limited amounts of resources and limited 

numbers of people, and we simply cannot do everything. 

Just like Peter and Andrew, Jesus calls us to use our time 

and our resources to proclaim that the kingdom of 

heaven has come near. When we believe behind an 

older way of doing ministry to try a new approach, we 

are not saying that the old way is bad or wrong. 

 

More often than not, the old way was wonderful in its 

time and has just run its course. That is not to say that 

there are not questions of right and wrong, holy and 

sinful that the church faces. There certainly are. But 

when we discern how to go about proclaiming that the 

kingdom of heaven has come near, these discernments 

are like the decision that James and John faced when 

Jesus first called them. 

 



These first four disciples left the good of their nets for 

something better. Sisters and brothers. God is calling us 

to leave behind certain other things, so that we can 

embrace the fullness of God's vision for our lives. I do 

not know exactly what it is that God is calling the West 

Richmond Church to leave behind, to embrace the 

fullness of God's vision. 

 

Maybe what God is calling you to leave behind is the 

idea that ministry has to be driven by a professional, full 

time pastor. Maybe God is calling you to leave behind a 

ministry or a program that is bearing less and less fruit 

as time goes on. Maybe God is calling you to reach out 

to new people in a neighborhood that looks different 

than it once did. 

 

Maybe God is calling you to something else. Whatever 

God is calling you to leave behind. I encourage you to 

follow the example of Peter and Andrew, of James and 

John, to leave your nets behind and to follow Jesus. Even 

if you do not yet know where saying yes to Jesus call will 

lead. Amen. 

 


