23rd May 2010
Mt 4:18-22

Values – being disciples
Introduction
The other day I was walking in the New Forest and started in Wilverley Inclosure. Now I’ve walked in that inclosure before although it’s been a few years and on this occasion I had an up to date OS map. So I set off at a good pace and went down a few paths, my intention being to get to the far end of the inclosure hard up against the A35. I came to a major junction and took what I found out a little later to be the wrong turn as I came back up to the same car park that I’d started from. 
Now apart from being a little frustrating it wasn’t a big deal. So I set off again this time paying a little more attention to the map, and ended up where I should have been about an hour earlier. This little story can help us to appreciate not only what we explore together this morning but act as reminder that we can do something about it.
All of which brings us nicely into the second of our NT values exploration, under the title Values – being disciples with this short explanation recorded by Matthew as to the calling of the first disciples. In context Matthew has laid out Jesus’ Messianic claim in chapters 1 to 4. In a short while he will go on to record Jesus’ teaching on discipleship contained in chapters 5 through to the end of 7. In the midst of this theology are these 4 verses bracketed by short accounts of Jesus starting to preach and to heal. 

Setting the scene

In all probability Jesus had already met these men on a previous occasion, we are told earlier that Jesus had settled in Capernaum (4:13) and Simon and his brother had moved there (8:5 and 14). James and John knew the brothers as Luke records they were partners (Lk 5:10). Like most fishing communities they were no doubt a tight knit community and well known to one another. Fishing was a prosperous occupation for Mark records that the Zebedee family could afford hired hands (Mk 1:20).

‘Come, follow me’

We’ll explore this morning specifically Jesus’ invitation in verse 19, ‘Come, follow me.’ It appears in the same form in other parts of the gospels, firstly in connection with the calling of the disciples and then in relation to Jesus’ conversation with the ‘rich young man’ (Mk 1:17; 10:21, Mt 19:21 and Lk 18:22).

There are three imperatives contained in this simple invitation. I would like us to leave the story as it stands and turn to the implications for us. And I would invite you to dismiss the thought that these men who were called by Jesus were in any way to be set above us as disciples. Those of us who profess to be Christians are no less disciples as these men. Jesus never intended that. 

The three imperatives we’ll explore are;
1. An immediate call

2. A life changing impact 

3. A personal call

An immediate call
One of the strengths of the Christian faith is the richness of people’s experiences. If we were to conduct a poll here this morning, I’m sure that each of us would give a different story as to the call we received from Jesus. For some it will have been an immediate response to hearing His word perhaps for the first time, as many large Christian gatherings will testify. I’m thinking of J John’s – Just 10, a contemporary look at the 10 Commandments or the Alpha Course where one recent guest said, ‘I still find it hard to take on board the positive difference it’s made to my life, marriage and family
 or this highlight from a parent who attended this year’s Spring Harvest, ‘my son going forward for prayer and making a commitment’ (youth programme).

 For others it will have been a more gradual process, perhaps the nurture of a Christian family or the realisation after many years of finally understanding who has been calling you. 
But whatever the route once the call is recognised then the call is immediate, the response final. We may fall into those who can recall milestones along the way and see when our commitment is finally made that it was Jesus who had been calling all along. We were probably ignoring the call but nevertheless Jesus was calling and suddenly the light went on.

But at this point it’s helpful to sound a note of caution. Jesus is a gentleman, He doesn’t force His call upon any individual, rather He gives it and it’s up to us to respond. The gospels are full of stories of people turning away from Him after being interested in His teaching. And even more full of His disciples having heard the call but still failing to understand Jesus’ teaching. But as we know those brothers and sisters did eventually come good and that’s why we are here in this place today.
A life changing impact

Jesus demonstrates that there is something different for our world. Victor Hugo once said, ‘there is one thing stronger than all the armies in the world: and that is an idea whose time has come. Jesus teaches us that day by day as we read His word and mull over its implications. 
The call of Jesus and our response should change our lives, what we were before we are no longer. If there is no change in lifestyle then there is no change at all. Jesus Himself tells us, ‘not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he [or she] who does the will of my Father in heaven’ (Mt 7:21) and again, ‘why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?’ (Lk 6:46). 

Until we as individuals throw away the cautionary, ‘Yes, Lord but...’ we will fail in what Jesus calls us to, which is a life of obedience. And therein lies the issue, the temptation is to buy in to the comfortable compromise of conditional discipleship. In the words of a line from a song by Etta James, ‘temptation was flowing like wine’. The truth is uncomfortably clear: if Christ is not Lord of all, he is not Lord at all.
 
How can we be true disciples if the shade of our lifestyle is no different from our neighbour? If we persist in living our lives as the world seems to now regard as normal and therefore acceptable, where is the teaching of Christ? We are all under pressure from the world to confirm to its values, no more so than from friends, family or work colleagues. Behaviours are suggested that run contrary to the teaching of Jesus. For example unethical work practices, the manipulation of others for business or personal gain, the covering up of dishonest or criminal situations or the pressure to conform to a relaxed sexual lifestyle. 

The revolutionary Che Guevara once said, ‘If our revolution isn’t aimed at changing people then I’m not interested.’ The importance he highlights here it that everything will be wasted if the human heart is not changed. Something that has been identified in the Afghan conflict, the most important thing is to win ‘hearts and minds.’

The impact of this life changing call is illustrated in this little story, ‘a frog begged a genie to turn it into a princess. The genie clicked his fingers and a gorgeous princess emerged. Later, having gone for a meal at the genie’s restaurant, the princess found nothing on the menu that she liked. She asked the genie whether she could order her favourite dish. ‘Yes of course’ the genie said. The princess turned excitedly to the waiter and said, ‘a large plate of flies [please]!’ 

A personal call

Finally, ‘Come, follow me’ is a very personal invitation. We are called to follow a person not an ideal or a philosophy. Jesus is often called, ‘Rabbi’ in the gospels, but He contrasts Himself with those who called themselves the ‘teachers of the law and the Pharisees’ (Mt 23). A Rabbi collected young men around him who demonstrated that they had the intellectual capacity to learn vast tracts of scripture and Jewish law. The object was that the very best of these men would then in turn become Rabbis themselves.

But Jesus turned this concept and practice on its head; firstly He called a cross section of contemporary society. We only have to look at ourselves to know that. But secondly He warns His disciples that they will not be called Rabbis for He says you have ‘only one Master and that you are all brothers’ [and sisters] (Mt 23:8) and later you will not ‘be called ‘teacher’ for you have one Teacher, the Christ’ (Mt 23:10). `
On that basis all who follow Christ will always remain disciples, with a closeness that is summed up in this blessing, ‘may you always be covered by the dust of your rabbi.’ In other words any true disciples would be continually covered by the dust caused by Jesus’ feet as they followed in His footsteps. 

This assertion in its day was very counter cultural and Jesus’ call today remains just as counter cultural. Although as then, we live as part of society, we remain outside it, because Jesus’ values were not and still aren’t the values of the world around us.

The danger is that we remain wedded to an ideal or view Jesus’ teaching as philosophy, a danger that Jesus identified and corrected throughout His ministry. We are invited to do the same today.

The unique concept of Christian discipleship refers not just to the twelve but to all who profess to have heard the call of Jesus and turn and follow Him. Christians are called to obey, to serve, to live a simpler lifestyle, to suffer and if needs be to die. The Christian church is not a club that we belong to so that our needs are met; it is a body to which we have responsibilities we can’t avoid if we are to be disciples of Christ. It’s not about our feelings and personal choices, it is about taking seriously the demands that Jesus Himself lays on us. In this regard a reading of John 17 (especially vv 22-24) is a good start as we revisit what it means to be a disciple of Christ.       
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