You Are Invited #8

“Come, Find Yourself in Me”

Mark 1:16-20
“I need to find myself.”

This was a common expression in the 1960s and 70s. Young people looked for meaning and purpose in life. Many felt pressured to meet expectations by parents or society, so they set off to make their own way. Those with means may have gone to Europe while those without may have run away to a big metropolitan area. Others delved into psychedelic drugs or alcohol—all in an effort to “find themselves.” Most found themselves broke…and still empty.

This search for meaning and purpose is nothing new. A thousand years before Christ came to earth, King Solomon went on a similar quest. And he had the means to do it! He kept a journal of his pursuit of purpose and we can read it today in the book of Ecclesiastes in the Old Testament. He tried it all and came up empty…until the very end.

Our focus this morning is not on Solomon, however, but rather on Jesus. Over the past several weeks we have been considering the invitations of Jesus as found in the gospels, and this morning we come to the final invitation of Jesus. Ironically, this is one of the first invitations chronologically in the gospels, yet it serves as a fitting finale for our series. This invitation is recorded in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, but this morning we will focus on Mark 1:16-20, 

As Jesus walked beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. “Come, follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will make you fishers of men.” At once they left their nets and followed him. When he had gone a little farther, he saw James son of Zebedee and his brother John in a boat, preparing their nets. Without delay he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired men and followed him.

The first three words are very familiar—“Come, follow me”—but then Jesus adds the words, “and I will make you fishers of men.” As Christians we may recognize that phrase immediately, but do we really know what it means? I believe Jesus was saying to those original disciples—and to us—“Come, find yourself in Me.”

A Divine Invitation

First we see a divine invitation: “Come, follow Me.” Jesus is the unqualified subject of the call. On this particular point Jesus was very different from the rabbis and scribes of Judaism. Rabbis did not initiate the teacher-student relationship by the summons, “Follow me.” Unlike the decisive call that comes from Jesus, entry into a rabbinical school depended on the initiative of the aspiring student, not the call of a rabbi.
 In fact, many who initiated contact with Jesus ended up not following Him!
This call clearly points to a lasting association. I love how Leon Morris puts it: “Jesus is not inviting them to a pleasant stroll along the seashore but inviting them to discipleship; there is the thought of personal attachment.”

Having said that, notice what Jesus is not saying. He didn’t plan to start a school to train preachers. He didn’t announce the founding of a seminary. He didn’t invite them to become part of a formal rabbinical course of instruction. It’s important to note that they were not invited to join a program, enter an organization, or support a movement. They were called to follow a person. Programs, organizations, and movements are fine, as long as they help individuals become more faithful followers of Jesus Christ. That’s true discipleship.

Unlike those wishing to learn from a rabbi, these fishermen are not required to do anything before they become disciples; they need not exhibit knowledge of the Scriptures or pass a qualifying examination in theology. What they needed to learn and do could only be learned and done as they follow Jesus. The act of following Jesus entails a risk of faith, and faith must be an act before it is a content of belief. Only as Jesus is followed can he be known.

The second half of this divine invitation is when Jesus said, “I will make you fishers of men.” The Greek wording is actually more nuanced, reading, “I shall make you become fishers of men.”
 The promise that they would become “fishers of men” would not be fulfilled right away; they would only become qualified to bear this title after an extended process of training and personal transformation.

According to Warren Wiersbe, Jesus did not invent the term “fishers of men.” In that day, it was a common description of philosophers and other teachers who “captured men’s minds” through teaching and persuasion.
 I’m not sure, though, that Simon, Andrew, James, and John would have fully grasped what Jesus meant. But clearly fishing for men had a greater dignity than fishing for fish so that in this connection of their present and future ways of life they must have discerned that Jesus was inviting them to something very worthwhile.

A Different Interpretation

At this point preachers and scholars like to wax eloquent on what it means to be a “fisher of men.” Connections are made between “baiting the hook” and being interesting and relevant while presenting the gospel in order to “catch” converts. (I’ve yet to see anyone try to relate the gutting and frying fish to evangelism, though!)

This morning I would like to offer a different interpretation, and I will be very transparent in stating that this is not my own. Several years ago my brother Bob shared a unique perspective on this whole idea and I’d like to share some of that with you. 

First is the consideration of what Jesus expected His disciples to do with those men that were “caught”:

· Were they to consume them? Sadly, there are some “fishers of men” who view the catch that way, aren’t there? They look at them as a source of personal gain. “I can earn a living at this! The people I’ve caught will actually pay me and give me financial security!” When a fish occasionally slips away, their first concern is “How much did they give to my support?” No, I don’t think Jesus intended those who were caught to be used for personal consumption!

· Did Jesus intend them for public display? Some “fishers of men” look on their catch as a way for personal fulfillment. “These people love me! They look to me for direction!” When they go to “fishers of men” conventions, they tell “fish stories” of the big ones they caught in the last year. These fishers of men put their catch on display for all to see! But I don’t think Jesus intended those who were caught to be used for the glory of the fishermen! 

· Did Jesus intend the fish to be “pets,” dependent upon the fisherman? Some well-intentioned fishers of men think that their job is to keep their fish safe. They put them in a bowl to protect them from outside dangers. They sprinkle a little food into their lives occasional (but not too much!). They clean up after their mess and take responsibility for the fish’s growth and health. What they may not realize, or remember, is that they size of the bowl actually limits the growth capacity of the fish.  No, I don’t think Jesus had “keep them cocooned and comfortable” in mind, either. 

Well, if that’s what Jesus did not mean, what did He mean when He used this analogy? Bob went on to share, 

I woke one morning recently with the deep conviction that when Jesus told Peter that He would make him a “fisher of men,” He had “catch and release” in mind. Catch the fish, rejoice in the catch, then joyfully release the fish back into the lake to find nourishment and grow, learn wisdom by facing the dangers and joys of life in the deep…and multiply.

A quick look at the ministry of Jesus and the early church demonstrates this. After driving a legion of demons out of a man in the Gentile region of the Gareseens, the formerly possessed man asks to follow Jesus…a perfect opportunity to groom a disciple! But what does Jesus do? He releases him back into his own pond with the instructions to “Return to your home, and declare how much God has done for you.” 

The releasing of the twelve apostles into the field happens quickly. In Matthew’s gospel, the paragraphs describing the first sending of the Twelve immediately follows their introduction to us—most likely within the first year of their relationship with Jesus. It was later that same year that scholars believe the 72 “others” were sent out—likely with less intense focus and training than the Twelve. 

In the early church, we see Philip prompted by the Spirit to minister to an Ethiopian Eunuch—an important advisor to the queen of the land. He is eager to understand the Scriptures, he is receptive to the gospel, and requests to be baptized as a follower of Christ…what a marvelous opportunity to begin a gospel movement in Africa! But what does the Spirit do? Immediately whisks Philip away to Azotus! The eunuch is last seen headed back to his homeland, rejoicing in the Lord—and presumably ready to bring the gospel to that land. 

When Peter was summoned by Cornelius, he went and preached to a gathering of Gentiles who had gathered at the home of the centurion. The people responded and experienced a dramatic outpouring of the Holy Spirit. The final verse we have of that experience was, “Then they asked him to remain for some days” (Acts 10:48). Now whether Peter left them alone to continue to grow and multiply, or left some of the local brothers to lead, he certainly left it in the hands of relatively new believers…remember, Joppa had just been reached a short time earlier.

Paul’s missionary efforts are known to us all—he was a serial church planter! Hs pattern is demonstrated in Derbe in Acts 14:21-23, 

They preached the good news in that city and won a large number of disciples. Then they returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith. “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,” they said. Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put their trust.
Catch. And. Release. Casting out the net by proclaiming the gospel. Bringing in the catch. Then releasing them into the care and leading of the Holy Spirit, committing them to the Lord in whom they had believed, commissioned to repeat the process.
 

For me, that was an eye-opening approach to this concept of being fishers of men. I had to examine my own approach to evangelism: do I see the “fish” as personal consumption, public display, or private pets? Are they really my fish, or do they belong to the Lord? 

A Deeper Implication

I also want to consider a deeper implication to this passage. Frankly, if someone invited me to be a “fisher of men,” I wouldn’t be all that interested. I don’t like fishing. 

It is important to realize that “fishing for men” is but one of many pictures of evangelism in the Bible, and we must not limit ourselves to it. Jesus also talked about the shepherd seeking the lost sheep in Luke 15, and workers in the harvest-field in John 4. Since these four men were involved in the fishing business, it was logical for Jesus to use this approach.

Jesus did not use the same approach with the other disciples, though. He did not go up to Matthew the tax collector and say, “Follow Me, and I’ll make you a fisher of men.” (He didn’t say He’d make Matthew a tax collector for the Kingdom, either!)

So for clarity, let me strip the Lord’s proposal down to the bare essentials: “Follow Me, and I will make you the best you that you can be.” God does not what you to become me, or to become anybody else. He made you. He gave you your abilities, your opportunities, even your desires, to be used for His glory. He doesn’t need your impersonation of Billy Graham or Elisabeth Elliot or anyone else. He wants you.

Did you notice the new purpose Jesus gave these four men? “You’re going to become fishers of men.” Once the Lord’s calling arrested their attention, they lost virtually all interest in fishing. They left their familiar vocation behind; it was no longer their reason for existence. That is a trap many men, in particular, fall into. We believe that our identity and purpose is based on what we do for a living. We say things like, “I’m a farmer” or “I’m a teacher” or “I’m an electrician.” That may be what you do, but that’s not who you are. One day, sooner or later, you won’t be doing that job, or any other job for that matter. What happens then? Will you be useless?

No, our purpose transcends our occupation. We are all called to follow Jesus, to become like Him, and that translates into any line of work…or none. He calls us to “come, find yourself in Me.” These fishermen sensed the Lord’s calling in their lives—to become “fishers of men.” What’s the Lord’s calling in your life? What purpose has He given you that transcends your occupation?
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