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Text 
When Jesus heard that John had been put in prison, he returned to Galilee. 

13
 Leaving Nazareth, he went 

and lived in Capernaum, which was by the lake in the area of Zebulun and Naphtali-- 
14

 to fulfill what was 

said through the prophet Isaiah: 
15

 "Land of Zebulun and land of Naphtali, the way to the sea, along the 

Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles-- 
16

 the people living in darkness have seen a great light; on those living in 

the land of the shadow of death a light has dawned." 
17

 From that time on Jesus began to preach, "Repent, 

for the kingdom of heaven is near." 
18

 As Jesus was walking beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, 

Simon called Peter and his brother Andrew. They were casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. 
19

 "Come, follow me," Jesus said, "and I will make you fishers of men." 
20

 At once they left their nets and 

followed him. 
21

 Going on from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee and his brother 

John. They were in a boat with their father Zebedee, preparing their nets. Jesus called them, 
22

 and 

immediately they left the boat and their father and followed him. 
23

 Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching 

in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and sickness 

among the people. 
24

 News about him spread all over Syria, and people brought to him all who were ill 

with various diseases, those suffering severe pain, the demon-possessed, those having seizures, and the 

paralyzed, and he healed them. 
25

 Large crowds from Galilee, the Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea and the 

region across the Jordan followed him. 

 

Introduction 
We’ve been going through the book of Matthew together on Sundays since 

Easter.  We’re in the middle of chapter 4 and so far, in some ways it’s all been 

introduction, setting Jesus up. 

It started off with a genealogy situating Jesus in a larger story. 

Then came the birth narrative which spelled out in no uncertain terms Jesus’ 

raison d’etre – “Give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their 

sins” (1:21), and also his divine identity – he is “God with us” (1:23). 

Next we had a section about Jesus’ boyhood, but again it was flying at high 

altitude.  Matthew was organizing the material around 4 different pictures that Jesus 

would fulfill: he would be the King, the Deliverer, and the Restorer, all because he would 

be the Suffering Servant, the nobody from Nazareth.  Matthew there was giving us 

categories to interpret Jesus. 

Then there was John the Baptist representing how the whole OT set up Jesus, 

explaining how we get Jesus and that is to need him, to repent. 

Then when Jesus steps out from the crowd to be baptized by John it’s not 

necessarily the beginning of the action.  Jesus’ identity, person, work, and significance 



2 

are still being clarified and highlighted for us.  He’s not just another Israelite.  He is true 

Israel.  He is God’s Son who perfectly pleases God. 

And when Jesus goes into the dessert, as we saw last week, he’s not just giving 

people a model for how to withstand temptation, he’s passing the test Israel and Adam 

failed and he’s doing it for those who would put their faith in him. 

And now in today’s text we begin to see actual people start to put their faith in 

Jesus.  All the great things about who Jesus is and what he will do are starting to actually 

reach real people on the ground.  You could say the action is beginning. 

The prolegomena is important.  This Jesus is not just an interesting historical 

figure who did spectacular things and that we can learn from.  He is bringing in himself 

the culmination of history.  He is bringing salvation, the kingdom.  Don’t miss that.  

That’s the high level stuff.  But also don’t miss that he’s calling people to enter all this 

through him!  That’s the rubber-meets-the-road stuff.  This is very personal.  Jesus didn’t 

just come and do a lot of cool things and then die.  He came to earn a perfect record of 

obedience, die the punishment for disobedience and rise again to inaugurate the great 

hope of history and in the process to begin to gather people to himself to enjoy it all. 

That’s what we see happening today.  We’ve had sufficient defining and situating.  

Now we see Jesus in action.  And what is the picture we see?  It’s not a picture of a 

mystic spending all of his time in solitude and fasting?  It’s not of a scholar holed up in a 

candle-lit cave with his scrolls?  Jesus never wrote a single book!  It’s not a John Wayne-

style rugged hero facing his fate with macho individualism?  No.  We see a man forming 

a community around himself.  We see a salvation that is bursting out, gathering many 

people in.  In short, what we’re going to see today is just this: Jesus is a people person.  

Did you ever think about that?  Jesus is a people person. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Setting for Jesus’ Ministry 
 So remember that John the Baptist was the opening act for Jesus?  Well Matthew 

here portrays things in such a way that Jesus doesn’t even seem to come out on the stage 

until the lights go down on John the Baptist.  Verse 12 – “When Jesus heard that John 

had been put in prison, he returned to Galilee [to begin his public ministry].”  John’s 

imprisonment, we’ll be told later, is because his ministry offended Herod Antipas (cf. 

14:3ff).  Now the Gospel of John (that’s John the Apostle who we meet today, not John 

the Baptist) tells us that Jesus was actually doing some ministry down in Judea after his 

baptism and temptation.  Why doesn’t Matthew mention that?  I love what the last verse 

of John’s Gospel says, “If every one of [the things Jesus did] were written down, I 

suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be 

written” (Jn. 21:25).  So each Gospel writer is naturally picking and choosing based upon 

his own divinely inspired intentions.  Matthew’s intentions are to highlight the newness 

of what’s happening with Jesus, specifically the way the salvation he brings breaks out.  

Jesus, unlike John, is not setting up shop in the desert and expecting people, Jewish 

people in particular, to come to him.  He’s going to where the people are and calling 

them.  This is a decisive shift. 

 So Jesus returns back up north as a strategic move for his ministry.  It will provide 

a helpful region from which to fully launch his public life.  Luke’s Gospel tells us he did 
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a little in Nazareth – his hometown – but the main base of operations for Jesus’ ministry 

(every source agrees) would be a fishing town called Capernaum right on the Sea of 

Galilee.  Nazareth, as we’ve mentioned before was really in the sticks and small.  

Capernaum had approximately 10,000 residents at this time.  It was a bustling population 

center, full of commerce.  Kind of like an Atlanta in our South.  This area had been 

destroyed and repopulated in recent history (164 B.C.; cf. 1Macc. 5:23).  And now it was 

a vibrant community.  It was a great place to go start a movement.  It wasn’t New York 

City or Washington, D.C., but as John the Baptist’s fate showed, it wasn’t exactly safe to 

be directly in the view of the power establishment.  That doesn’t mean that Jesus was 

running away from danger, just that he wasn’t ready quite yet to be killed.  That would 

come in due time. 

 In the meantime he builds some momentum by going to where the people were.  

Matthew sees even more significance to the fact that Jesus’ ministry context was in the 

north than that it was just where the people were.  This was the area historically settled by 

the tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali when Israel took over the Promised Land.  And 

Matthew uses his trademark fulfillment formula to introduce an abbreviated quote from 

Isaiah 9:1-2 in the OT that foretold a time when something big would happen in this 

region, the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali.  What is it?  A great light would 

dawn.  People walking in darkness would be engulfed in this bursting forth of light.  And 

what kind of people?  Even Gentiles!  Even people who were the farthest off, in the most 

impenetrable darkness.  It had been foretold that salvation would one day burst forth from 

this region.  In Jesus this prophecy was fulfilled as he chose it for his ministry launching 

pad. 

So the choice of this region for Jesus to unveil his public ministry was strategic 

and symbolic.  It contained the major highway – the “Way of the Sea” – linking it to the 

outside world.  Even in Jesus’ time there were major Roman cities popping up in this 

region like Tiberias and Sepphoris.  The launch of Jesus’ public ministry in this region 

was a harbinger of things to come when this Jesus movement would follow the trajectory 

Jesus set and burst out to the farthest parts of the world like… Gentiles living in Chicago!  

So Matthew is starting to get us to see that instead of a predominantly centripetal 

movement (pulling in), Jesus signaled a shift to a predominantly centrifugal movement 

(busting out). 

 

Jesus’ Ministry 
 As I said this is a difference between Jesus and John the Baptist.  Although their 

differences must not be overstated.  Just like the differences between the OT and NT.  

John and Jesus don’t represent two radically different methods of approaching God.  In v. 

17 Matthew tells us, “From that time on Jesus began to preach, ‘Repent, for the kingdom 

of heaven is near.’”  That’s the same thing John said (3:2), verbatim.  Both called for 

repentance.  Both spoke of the kingdom.  The difference is that John was pointing people 

to someone coming after him to experience the benefits of the long-anticipated kingdom 

of God; Jesus was calling people to himself to experience it! 

 Look at what Jesus is doing?  He’s going and calling people to himself!  “As 

Jesus was walking beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon called Peter and 

his brother Andrew.  They were casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen.  

‘Come, follow me,’ Jesus said” (v. 18-19a).  Now “Jesus’ seeking out disciples himself 
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may… represent a serious breach of custom,”
1
 says one scholar.  “In Judaism the disciple 

[ordinarily] chose his rabbi,”
2
 says another.  But Jesus is proactively going after people, 

seeking them out. 

 And v. 20 says, “At once they left their nets and followed him.”  Why would they 

leave their lucrative business immediately to follow this Rabbi who didn’t let his 

reputation draw disciples to himself but actually went out recruiting?  Are they just 

excited that somebody’s giving them a chance to be a disciple after they had settled on a 

trade?  The same thing happens again – “Going on from there, he saw two other brothers, 

James son of Zebedee and his brother John.  They were in a boat with their father 

Zebedee [it was a family business], preparing their nets.  Jesus called them, and 

immediately they left the boat and their father and followed him” (vv. 21-22).  Why?  

They must have seen something unique in Jesus. 

 Verses 23-25 describe this appeal.  They tell of how Jesus continued this ‘go to 

the people’ mission.  He “went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, 

preaching the good news of the kingdom” (v. 23).  That kingdom had arrived in Jesus.  

All the hopes of a reversal of the curse, a restoration to life, an undoing of the devil’s 

work were being realized in Jesus’ itinerant ministry.  Diseases were healed, sicknesses 

were cured.  And therefore “news about him spread all over Syria [Gentile land!], and 

people brought to him all who were ill with various diseases, those suffering severe pain, 

the demon-possessed, those having seizures, and the paralyzed, and he healed them.  

Large crowds from Galilee, the Decapolis, Jerusalem, Judea and the region across the 

Jordan followed him” (vv. 24-25). 

 Jesus was popular because in him the things that people had been longing for – 

the retraction of sin’s effects were beginning to be seen.  The kingdom was breaking in.  

We’ll get a chance to investigate more of the significance of Jesus’ teaching and healings 

and what that means for us today as we get to them throughout Matthew (teaching in chs. 

5-7 and healings in chs. 8-9).  But for now, just recognize that the kingdom was clearly 

manifest in Jesus and Jesus was intentionally seeking to bring people to himself and 

therefore into it. 

 This all kind of crystallized for me as I was reading R.T. France’s comments on 

this section.  He noted, “Hitherto Jesus, while briefly involved with John and others by 

the Jordan, has been presented as operating alone.  But it is significant that his first 

recorded action is to gather a group of followers….  From this point on we shall not read 

stories about Jesus alone, but stories about Jesus and his disciples….  The first time Jesus 

will be left alone after this point will be when eventually the disciples desert him in the 

garden of Gethsemane (25:56)  [That’s not entirely true, Matthew does tell us of one time 

that Jesus got away by himself to pray (14:23), but he immediately catches up with his 

disciples right afterwards.  So it’s safe to say that] Matthew’s story is not only that of the 

Messiah, but also of the messianic community which is being formed around him.”
3
 

Jesus was a people person, don’t you see?  He left a party in heaven (the Trinity) 

to come to earth to bring more people in on that party.  He was on a mission… for 

people… so that they could, in him, experience that divine favor of the Father for the Son 

by the power of the Spirit – “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well-pleased.”  

And in turn glorify and praise and exult in God’s glory.  Do you picture the Father as 

stoic and Jesus as aloof?  That’s far from the truth.  God is effusive.  He is bursting forth 

in love.  He is in pursuit of people, to rescue them from the forces of evil and death and to 
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gather them into this eternal community.  This is who God is!  He’s not detached, put off, 

rather not be bothered, dealing with our mess from afar.  He has come to us.  Start to 

muse on that thought… 

 

Our Ministry 

 Peter, Andrew, James, and John were approached by Jesus and brought into an 

intimate relationship.  They offer a paradigm of what’s available to us.  First, I want you 

to notice that they left everything to follow Jesus.  They left their nets (source of income 

and security).  They left their family.  They identified so fully with Jesus.  That is 

discipleship.  In response to Jesus’ gracious pursuit of you, you find your identity to be 

now preeminently wrapped up in him.  Now there’s evidence elsewhere in the Gospels 

that they didn’t categorically break all ties to friends and family and previous life (i.e. 

8:14ff).  But once they experience the love of Jesus set personally upon them, this 

becomes their controlling identity – being in him.  Jesus’ gracious choice of you elicits a 

total surrender from you. 

 And second, what’s more, when you experience this welcome into the fellowship 

of the Godhead you are enlisted in a similar pursuit.  When you meet the perfect people 

person you in some ways come to reflect that.  “‘Come, follow me,’ Jesus said, ‘and I 

will make you fishers of men’” (v. 19).  Did you see that?  As Craig Keener puts it: “He 

called artisans and encouraged them that the skills they already had were serviceable in 

the kingdom.  If God called shepherds like Moses and David to shepherd his people 

Israel, Jesus could call fishermen to be gatherers of people.”
4
  Gatherers of people.  Do 

you see how this Christianity thing is not a private, lonely affair?  It’s not purely 

intellectual or mystical.  It’s a bustling, growing, communal thing.  Jesus pursues us and 

calls us to pursue others, to seek them out and introduce them to Jesus, to invite them into 

the kingdom – a place of reconciliation to God and others! 

 

Conclusion 

Have you ever thought about this?  Jesus as the perfect human was probably the 

perfect balance of introversion/extroversion.  Aren’t you glad he wasn’t a total introvert?  

He was someone who could stay on task and get things done (hallelujah he didn’t get 

distracted from his objective of the cross; he’s not just a back-slapping social butterfly) 

but aren’t you glad he wasn’t just a task oriented man who came to do his thing and go, 

but instead stopped to meet people along the way?  The impact of this is that Jesus set in 

motion a snowballing movement that would mean that heaven would not be empty!  He 

came to die and bring salvation to people.  Jesus was a people person. 

Jesus is a people person.  He’s not just an idea; he’s a person.  And he’s not a 

person distant and far off.  He has come to this earth, taken on our flesh, experienced our 

pain, was tempted in every way as we were, suffered and even tasted death for us so that 

he might purchase a people for himself, called out of darkness into his wonderful light 

that we may declare his praises.  This is fabulous. 

Have you experienced Jesus coming to you?  We don’t find him.  He finds us.  

We don’t ascend to him.  He descends to us.  We don’t come to him with our resume and 

application, touting all of our credentials and asking him to accept us into his program of 

discipleship.  He comes to us and graciously offers himself to us.  He does this through 

the gospel, the word of grace that comes to us through the mouths of other Christians 
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who have already been called to be fishers of men.  Jesus comes to us in this simple 

message of grace apart from our strivings or efforts, a foreign idea to our native selves, 

something we would never come up with on our own, left by ourselves in our cloister to 

ponder the mysteries of the universe.  But Christ offers himself to us through this 

message and the Spirit descends upon us and unites us to him so that we respond with 

joyful freedom, leaving all our other identities behind.  Have you responded to his call?  

He’s calling to you right now, not to clean your life up, not to retreat further into yourself 

and your attempt to figure everything out, but to come to him.  Yes, it’s true! 

 Even to those who have heard and believed this message before he’s speaking to 

you now, through Word and in a minute through the Sacrament, and he’s saying, “I love 

you.  I came for you, that you might be with me, that you might know the Father’s divine 

approval and experience the kingdom.  You don’t have to prove yourself to me.  Just be 

with me.”  I don’t know why, but that’s hard for me to get.  Maybe because I’m not such 

a people person and have some loner tendencies and can get annoyed by clinginess in 

others and in my pride try to avoid all hints of that myself.  But Jesus isn’t busy, too 

important for me, put off with me.  He doesn’t want me to turn him into an item on my 

‘to do’ list, but he wants to do everything with me.  And with Jesus we see God the 

Father as Love, we hear his liberal declarations of affection.  The great Puritan John 

Owen said: 

 

Would a soul continually eye his everlasting tenderness and compassion, 

his thoughts of kindness that have been from of old, his present gracious 

acceptance, [then] it could not bear an hour’s absence from him; whereas 

now, perhaps, it cannot watch with him one hour.
5
 

 

Be with Jesus. 

Be with others with Jesus.  Jesus didn’t just have private relationships with 

isolated individuals: Peter, Andrew, James, and John by appointment only.  He brought 

people together around him.  This is particularly challenging to me as an introvert.  I want 

to be alone with my books.  But Jesus is inviting me to a party.  I don’t want to make 

people feel guilty for being introverted, that’s not necessarily wrong.  There’s a recent 

book out called Introverts in the Church: Finding Our Place in an Extroverted Culture.
6
  

It has some good and helpful things to say in it.  Church is to be a place where you can 

find God’s acceptance without feeling a pressure to conform to a certain personality type.  

It should be a place for introverts and extroverts to learn to find their primary identity not 

in being an introvert or extrovert but in being ‘in Christ.’  And extroverts will need to be 

reigned in sometimes, they need to learn to reflect, be still in God’s presence, read a book 

for God’s sake.  But introverts are challenged by this passage by seeing that Jesus was a 

people person, by realizing that this is the only hope for the world and for them (that 

Jesus sought and pursued them), and to identify with Jesus has to mean learning not to 

despise other people.  It may look different for you, but let Jesus’ people orientation 

which included you transform you into someone who also loves people.  And that starts 

in the church.  Seek out the fellowship of the saints. 

Be with Jesus.  Be with others with Jesus.  And bring others to be with you with 

Jesus.  This is the great thrust of Jesus – to go to people with the message of the kingdom 

– and this is what Jesus gives his people the privilege of being part of.  If you have 
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identified with Jesus, you are a fisher of men and women.  You are brought in on this 

grand plan of capturing people for the kingdom of God.  Jonathan Dodson has 7 easy 

ideas for being someone like this that even an introvert can do:
7
 

(1) Eat with Non-Christians.  We all eat three meals a day, 21 per week.  Why not 

make a habit of sharing one of those meals with a not-yet-Christian?  Go to lunch with a 

co-worker, not by yourself.  Invite the neighbors over for family dinner. 

(2) Walk, Don’t Drive.  This is the beauty of the city.  Our neighborhoods are 

walkable.  Make a practice of walking whenever possible and seeing the neighbors.  Say 

hello.  Pray as you go.  Save some gas, the planet, and perhaps some people.  Similarly, 

take CTA or carpool if at all possible. 

(3) Be a Regular.  Instead of hopping all over the city for gas, groceries, haircuts, 

eating out, and coffee, go to the same places at the same times if you can.  Be a regular 

and be open to what relationships and conversations might pop up. 

(4) Hobby with Non-Christians.  Pick a hobby that you can share.  Get out and do 

something you enjoy with others.  Try a Chicago Sport and Social Club.  Share your 

hobby by teaching lessons.  Teach sewing lessons, piano lessons, violin, guitar, knitting, 

tennis lessons.  Be prayerful.  Be intentional.  Be winsome.  Have fun.  Be yourself. 

(5) Talk to Your Co-workers.  How hard is that?  Take your breaks with 

intentionality.  Go out with your team or task force after work.  Show interest in your co-

workers.  Pick four and pray for them.  If you’re a student, talk to the person next to you 

in class or go to dorm social functions.  If your career is a stay-at-home mom now, form 

moms’ groups in your neighborhood and don’t make them exclusively Christian.  

Schedule play dates with the neighbors’ kids. 

(6) Volunteer with Non-Profits.  Find a non-profit in your part of the city and take 

a Saturday a month to serve there.  Bring your neighbors, your friends, or your Small 

Group along.  Find creative ways to serve people.  That’s the idea behind UICArea.com. 

(7) Participate in City Events.  The summer is full of things to do in the city.  

Don’t just stay in and watch your Netflix, participate in city events.  Go to fundraisers, 

festivals, clean-ups, summer shows, and concerts.  Participate missionally.  Strike up 

conversation.  Study the culture.  Reflect on what you see and hear.  Pray for the city.  

Love the city.  Participate with the city.  Was anybody else at the Iron & Wine concert at 

Millennium Park this last Monday?  TONS of people right?  There’s a part of me that 

wants to avoid crowds.  But there’s a part of me that goes there and says, with The 

Beatles, “Ah, look at all the lonely people.  Where do they all come from?” 

Be with people with the hope that they meet Jesus. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
Now you know that our times together are rarely seven tips for how to better live 

the Christian life.  I want to be clear that I’m not saying, “Jesus was a people person so 

you should be too.”  More than anything I want you to grasp the grace of God that came 

for you, to experience Jesus today, to know the sweet fellowship that comes from him 

and to find yourself ‘in him.’  The fact that Jesus is a people person means that you can 

be saved and be part of his kingdom!  Let the significance of the fact that Jesus “came to 

seek and to save the lost” (Lk. 19:10; ESV) wash over you now and see how that might 

transform you… 

Let’s wait and eat together… 
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Benediction 
“May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the 

Holy Spirit be with you all” (2Cor. 13:14). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, June 12, 2011.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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