February 1, 2026

Matthew 4:12-25

When my Dad was in high school, he attended what was then called Northwestern Prep in
Watertown. It now goes by a different name, Luther Preparatory School, and it’s an excellent
high school in our Church body that specializes in preparing young people to go on to be pastors
and teachers in our churches and schools. During his Junior year, my Dad realized that he didn’t
really want to be a pastor, so he transferred to Lakeside. A few weeks later, a pastor walked up to
grandmother and said, “I heard about Jon not cutting it. It’s okay, not everyone has what it takes
to be in the ministry.” My grandmother had some choice words. There’s a few things not quite
right about what that pastor said. Firstly, he wrongly assumed that my dad simply wasn’t smart
or dedicated enough to cut it at an academically rigorous school like Prep. But he was very
wrong about something else, something much more important: He didn’t understand what
ministry actually is. His definition of Christian ministry was anemic compared to the Bible’s-
Jesus commands all his followers to announce the forgiveness of sins to each other, to preach the
Gospel to all creation, to baptize, to share God’s Word with others. Paul often calls fellow church
members, both men and women, his partners in the Gospel! If you are a Christian, you are called
into Gospel ministry, and that might look different for each person. Here in Matthew 4, we see an
overview of Jesus’ ministry before we get into the specific teachings and events. In Jesus’
ministry, we see a paradigm for our ministries. Here, we see that Ministry Means... 1. Sinners,
2. Sacrifice, 3. Service.

1. Sinners. Here we have the beginning of Jesus’ work on Earth, and the very beginning is
unexpected. He goes up north. At this point in history, Israel was separated into three parts-
Judea was in the south- that’s where Jerusalem, the temple, Bethlehem, the central government
was- and it was majority Jewish. Directly north was Samaria, which was enemy territory to the
Jews. The Samaritans were ethnically mixed- long lost cousins to the Jews, and they were seen
as ethnic and spiritual “mutts.” North of Samaria was Galilee, which was where the sea of
Galilee was, Nazareth, Capernaum-this is where Jesus grew up. Even centuries before Jesus
walked the Earth, Galilee had a reputation. Because of Galilee’s proximity to other nations, they
were often influenced by their false religion and immoral behavior- things like Temple
prostitution, child sacrifice, devouring the poor, giving bribes to the rich, witchcraft and
consulting with demons, orgies had become commonplace in Galilee even centuries before Jesus,
and it seems like it never really went away. Sure, there were faithful people, Jesus’ family was
certainly one of them, but was a dark place. So now, in Jesus’ day, people would expect the
Messiah to do his ministry in Judea, with the believers, the ones most likely to believe in him and
follow him (so you’d think), and certainly not “Galilee of the Gentiles,” which meant, “Galilee,
the place that has been corrupted by the Gentiles.” But Jesus goes there. And Matthew wants you
to realize that this has always been the plan- “The people walking in darkness have seen a great
light.” Growing up, I always understood that to mean that people are sad and depressed, and then
the light comes and everything is great. That’s not what that means! “Walking in darkness” or



“dwelling in darkness” is a biblical way of saying, “doing really dark, evil things. Those people
in Galilee who live like the Gentiles- that’s where the light is going to shine.” What does that
mean? That Jesus did not come to simply “start a movement,” or to teach people how to behave
themselves, he came to call sinners to repentance. He came to save sinful people from their
darkness. Ultimately, Jesus came to die in the place of sinners, so that sinners could be forgiven
and accepted as saints. Therefore, the first and major thing he does is he calls sinful people to
turn from their sin, to hate their sin, and to trust in him as their savior.

And the same is true today. Think about this: if you are sitting here, it’s probably because you
were called to repentance by Jesus, but through someone else- maybe a pastor, a friend, or maybe
you just felt like coming here! But we all have this in common- we were all walking in darkness,
embracing our selfishness and evil, some hide it better than others, but deep down we’re all
equally dark. And Jesus called us. For some of us, we were baptized when we were young, and
the Holy Spirit brought us to faith in Jesus. For some, we were called later to repent and turn to
Jesus. All of us are living, breathing miracles- works of Jesus, called by him and brought to life-
walking in darkness, but shown the light. And what’s what we are called to do- we who are
sinners saved by grace are called to call other sinners to believe in Jesus. Maybe it’s your grown
children. Maybe it’s your spouse. Maybe it’s your neighbor or coworker. That’s the first and most
central part of Christian ministry- calling sinners to repent and trust in Jesus. And that will
always require sacrifice.

2. Sacrifice. Why fishermen? Hard to say, but it is fascinating that these four are who Jesus
chose. The idea that they would have been completely uneducated isn’t quite true, they certainly
would have been able to read, they likely had learned the Old Testament as boys, and they may
have actually been decently wealthy. They were small business owners- they owned a fishing
business in the Sea of Galilee. And Jesus, who they had actually met beforehand, says two
life-changing words: “Follow me.” This is remarkable- usually, rabbis and traveling Bible
teachers who had disciples didn’t call disciples, disciples chose to follow them. But no one
chooses Jesus, Jesus chooses them, and I want you to really consider what it is they left behind
when they chose to follow Jesus. They left a lucrative, comfortable life as business-owners.
James and John left their father- and he likely wasn’t thrilled that they were leaving the family
business. They were leaving what they knew- they knew fishing- they were good at it! Now, they
have to learn something new. They were leaving behind a life that they could control- when they
follow Jesus, they have to go where he goes, stay where he stays, and listen to him. By following
Jesus into his ministry, they were leaving behind the control of their own lives, their money, their
family, and their comfort. But Jesus promises that he will make them into fishers of men. God is
going to use them to save people forever- and he is going to shape them into the kind people that
God could work through. God is going to make them qualified for this work. God calls them into
ministry, qualifies them for ministry, and sure, it requires sacrifice, but it’s worth it.



The same is true today. Our sacrifices may not be the same as the disciples, because our
ministries aren’t exactly the same, but we still have ministries, and therefore, we will be asked to
make sacrifices. Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a German Lutheran pastor during the rise of the Third
Reich, and he wrote a great book called “The Cost of Discipleship.” “
he bids him come and die.” It’s a little dark, but what he’s saying throughout the book is that
when you become a Christian, and you are serving Christ in whatever vocation you’re in,
whether a mother, Father, spouse, pastor, teacher, friend, professor, electrician, mechanic,

When Christ calls a man,

accountant, whatever it is, you are called to die to yourself. Your desires, your preferences, your
freedom, your logic, are all second to Jesus. He comes first. There are some here who, because
they’ve been baptized, are at odds with their parents. That’s a sacrifice. If you are honest with
your family members about what Scripture says about their life choices, that might cause tension.
Now, that doesn’t mean you should be a jerk, but if they demand that you support something you
know is wrong, and you don’t, that might cause tension. If you follow Jesus, there might be some
parties you don’t go to, some clubs you aren’t invited into, some friends who suddenly can’t get
together with you. If you obey Jesus’ teaching about sex and marriage, you might get broken up
with. If you insist on not working Sunday morning so you can worship the Lord, you might get
passed up for a promotion. Discipleship often means sacrifice. And frankly, shouldn’t we expect
that? How did Jesus’ life go? He ended up being murdered for crimes he didn’t commit while
being mocked by his enemies. If we are identified with him, and we find our hope and
righteousness in him, and we follow him, then that will likely lead to sacrifice! And that’s okay.
Because through the sacrifices that the disciples, and all Christians make, God works and
continues to save people forever. And it’s not just through our sacrifices- but also through our
service.

3. Service. Jesus was a preacher. No doubt about that. But he didn’t only preach. He also healed.
People with all kinds of diseases, who were demon-possessed, who were mentally ill, people
who were disabled were coming to him and he healed them. So, did Jesus take care of people’s
bodies, or did he call them to repentance? Yes. Did he heal people, or did he preach Law and
Gospel? Yes. Did they give them what they needed physically or spiritually? Yes. Christian
ministry does both. Churches that are gung-ho about giving out free meals and blankets, but not
interested in calling people to repent for sin and to trust in Jesus alone are not churches. They are
charities- which is good- but not churches. Likewise, churches that have no issue preaching truth
and are dedicated to true doctrine, but have no interest in the physical needs of those around
them are not really churches- they are more like preaching stations. It’s one thing to proclaim
how God feels about abortion, it’s another to actually help single mothers so they aren’t in
danger of poverty with their newborn baby. It’s one thing to decry all the sexual immorality in
our nation, it’s another to actually mentor young married Christians and teach them how to serve
each other well. It’s one thing to preach about immigration, that we should be kind to them or
that laws should be stricter, it’s another thing to help immigrants learn English, learn how to
function in America, and help them survive so they can be productive citizens. It’s one thing to
preach, it’s another to preach AND serve. And the beautiful thing about God’s Church is that we



all have different gifts and callings, and therefore our preaching and serving will look differently
in each person. The mother who tells her children about Jesus, and also takes care of them and
raises them with love is doing Christian ministry. The father who leads his family in bible study,
and also protects and provides for them is doing Christian ministry. The friend who shares the
Gospel, and also weeps and listens to the friend going through a hard time is doing Christian
ministry. And the church that not only stands firm on the teachings of the Scriptures, but also
joins together to serve people in need around them, is truly doing Christian ministry. And I’ll be
frank, in that regard, I could use your help. You are locals. You see things that I don’t. I'm
trained in preaching and teaching, but I’m not so gifted in being able to see opportunities to serve
needs- so if you see something, if you know of an opportunity for our congregation to serve,
please speak up and let’s do it! Because we are all cut out for ministry- we are all called by Jesus
out of the boat to follow him, we are called to preach and serve. If Jesus calls you to fish, he’s
going to make you into a fisher. Whatever he calls you to do, he is going to make you qualified
to do it. We are all cut out for ministry- let’s get to work. Amen.



