Text: Matt 4:12-25
Introduction

I want to share a quick story.  Way down in Georgia – the deep south – there is a farm called Koinonia Community.  The name is something of a repeat as Koinonia is Greek for community.  Today, what it might be more famous for is being the birthplace of Habitat for Humanity.  What it really is – is a protestant/baptist/Pentecostal monastery if you can imagine such a thing.  There are people who live and work their entire lives on that farm.  There are people who come and reside for a time and them leave.  And there are constant guests.  All of them are united during the time there by the ora et labora – the prayer and the labor.
The founder was a man by the name of Clarence Jordan.  And he founded Koinonia as an inter-racial farm…in Georgia…in the late 1940’s.  Clarence had a brother Robert who was a lawyer who would eventually sit on the Georgia Supreme Court.  

Its 1950.  Clarence asks Robert to represent Koinonia legally.  And Robert’s response was, “I can’t do that.  I’ve got political aspirations.  I might lose my job, my house, my everything.”
You might see where a conversation with a guy like Clarence Jordan and that response is heading.  Clarence brings up their common day of joining the church.  In their Baptist tradition – Baptism is different than our understanding – it is a believer’s seal of confession, a sign of their belief instead of the sacrament that bestows it.  Clarence reminds Robert of the question and his answer that day.  “Do you accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior?”  Robert, begging for a little understanding replies – “Clarence, I follow Jesus, up to a point.”  But Clarence won’t give his brother that space.  “Could that point by any chance be – the cross?”  

“I’m not getting myself crucified.” 

“Then I don’t believe you’re a disciple.  You’re an admirer of Jesus, but not a disciple.  Go back to your church and tell them that.”

“Well, if everyone who felt like I do did that, we wouldn’t have a church, would we?”

To which Clarence, asked his brother, “Do you have a church?”

Text

That division: admirers of Jesus and followers of Jesus will be a consistent theme of Matthew.  What does it mean to follow Jesus?  What distinguishes admirers from disciples?  What are the proper actions of disciples?  Matthew is very interested in Clarence’s question – “when do you have a church?”  or when is it just a social group?
Looking at the groups of people in Matthew is important.  You have the people in their synagogues.  You have the two sets of bothers – Simon and Andrew and James and John.  You have the hoards of sick people and the great crowds that followed.    

All of the different groups hear the same broader preaching – “Repent, for the Reign of Heaven is near.”  All people all called to turn around and recognize the reign and authority of Christ.  To recognize the light that has come into the world.  It is also important to note that the light or the Word comes first.  The people are living darkness, sitting in the shadow of death, when the light dawns on them.  Jesus comes to preach and teach.  Jesus walks the Galilee bringing his message to the people.  The revelation – the drawing near of the reign of God – comes first.  As Luther would say in explaining the creed – “I cannot by my own reason or strength come to Jesus or believe in him, but the Holy Spirit has called me by the gospel.”  The Word acts first.

Beyond that call to believe that the Reign of Heaven is here, these two sets of brothers get a more explicit call.  They are going about their daily lives.  They were fishermen, casting and mending their nets.  And Jesus calls them – “Come, follow me.  I will make you fishers of people.”  And Matthew right here shows Peter and Andrew, James and John leaving everything – immediately.  The nets their livelihood depended on – dropped.  Even Zebedee – their father – left in the boat.  Matthew will later on let us know that Simon has a house and a mother-in-law.   These same disciples would later be seen fishing again. But here…Matthew would seem to be saying the call is absolute – immediately they left the boat and their father and followed Jesus.  But that awful command Clarence Jordan had referenced – “anyone who does not pick up his cross and follow me is not worthy of me (Matt 10:38)” – doesn’t get issued until later.  One of those times it gets used, right after Jesus says it, Simon Peter tries to correct Jesus, denying that suffering and the cross were in the future.  But here and now, at the start, the brothers immediately left and followed. 
And then there are the great crowds that followed him.  They had heard the reports and they came to Jesus.  The sick among them, the sick of every type of malady and disease that had been brought, Jesus healed them, but only rarely does anyone from the crowds get a more specific call.  The rich young man – who goes away sad.  Matthew the tax collector – who tradition names the author of this gospel.  An unnamed man who asks to go bury his father first – earning Jesus cryptic line – let the dead bury their own.
Application

I suppose there is a reason why Christians still struggle and fight over that question – “Do we have a church?”  For me the reason is that the church is of the gospel and not the law.  Jesus did not leave to us explicit rules spelling out this is a church and that isn’t.  Truthfully God had tried that in the OT.  You follow these commandments and I will be your God and you will be my people.  An honest person can’t help but say that Sinai was a disaster in that regard.  The etchings hadn’t been mounted when the golden calf went up.  Even God would cry out in through the latter prophets that he was tired of the ceremonies – some of the things he had ordered.  “They draw near with their mouths and honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me…(Isa 29:13)”
Instead, today, God has poured out his Spirit.  His people worship in spirit and truth.  That same Spirit leads into all truth.  
Part of that truth is that we are all called to belief.  Repent, for the reign of heaven is now.  Addressed to all the different groups – future apostles, synagogue people and gathering crowds. Simply that is a belief in the work, authority and reign of God which are easily grasped in the creeds.   Those creeds are important because they simply outline the basics of the faith and it is through faith that we are saved. It is faith that grasps what the Father continues to do in support of his creation.  It is faith that grasps what Jesus has done for us on the cross and holds tightly onto that mighty act.  It is faith that perceives a holy catholic church under the Spirit, when our eyes tell us what we call the church is often far from holy, not very catholic and we  can question do we have a church?  It is faith that knows that the resurrection and the life everlasting – the final realization of heaven’s reign is drawing near – nearer than when we first believed.

Faith Alone is true.

But part of the truth is that we might be called to give a lot more in natural terms.  Faith asks more of some than others.  We are often called to different confessions or demonstrations of that faith, and what business is it of ours what Jesus asks of someone else – if John gets to live out his days while Peter heads to that cross.  I don’t think Peter and Andrew, James and John fully understood what the call for them was that day by the lake.  If you had told Peter that day that his life would end in the city of Rome nailed onto a cross upside down – my guess is that Peter would have held onto his nets.  The life of a disciple is spread across time.  And that time is a blessing – part of the Father’s created order.  It prevents everything from coming at once – from flooding our limited existence.  Those who are mature in the faith are to model it for those less so.  Jesus would spend three years with these four modeling it, and they still all ran away when the cross came.  At the start, Peter left his nets.  In the middle, he denied it.  At the end, he picked up his own cross.
None of us can foresee the future.  What we can do is have faith in God’s promises.  He won’t lead us beyond what we are capable of.  He knows us better than we do ourselves, and he is watching out for our best interests.  He will heal our wounds.  He supplies our daily bread.  If the Father in heaven so takes care of the grass of the field, how much more you?
Matthew’s pictures of the different groups point me toward Paul’s understanding. “Some were called to be apostles, and some prophets, some evangelists and pastors and teachers all for the building up of the body of Christ.  (Eph 4:11-12)”  If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be?...but as it is God has arranged the members of the body, each one of them, as he chose. (1 Cor 12:17-18)
Do we have a church?  Are we disciples of Jesus, or just admirers?
We can answer that, so far as we are willing to answer the call.  Do we believe in the reign of heaven today, or is that just the secret password handshake?  If asked to, are we willing to pick up the cross?  Amen.

