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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Our text, And he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers 
of men.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 The hymn guide that I have on my bookshelf that suggests 

hymns to tie into the text wanted us to sing hymns today about Jesus 

calling the disciples as a matter of discipleship… as if we should see 

them as our example and learn from them faith, the humility of 

following, and daily vocation. But, that misses the point of this text, 

for in this text Jesus does not call the men to be followers in faith, 

but followers in the ministry. Jesus’ focus is not their salvation, but 

the salvation of those who will hear them… those souls for whom 

they will learn how to fish with the Gospel, that they might catch 

into eternal life those from Galilee and the Decapolis, from 

Jerusalem and Judea, and from beyond the Jordan… indeed, (by 

application) beyond the Jordan to the four corners of the earth. In 

short, this text is about you, for you too were “the people dwelling in 

darkness… [and] in the region and shadow of death”, but upon you 

as well, “a light has dawned.” 

 And thus, the entirety of the ministry of the fishers of men is 

to proclaim to you two points: first, that you were indeed sitting in 
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the darkness of death… and second, that you too are beneficiary of 

the light of Christ dawning from on high. Let’s consider both of these 

points. 

 First, that you were those sitting in the region and shadow of 

death. This is by far the more difficult preaching and teaching to 

accomplish. At first glance, it seems our lives are doing alright, that 

we do not need salvation, that daily life troubles are more urgent, 

that we are not perishing. And, to those who do not see or feel their 

need, the preaching of the cross is useless. As St Paul says, “For the 

word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing.”  

The preaching of the Law must come first, for when we are 

unaware of our perishing, the word of the cross seems totally out of 

touch, irrelevant, trivial, childish, boring, mythological. In our false 

sense of righteousness, spirituality becomes more of an endeavor to 

entertain the soul (or serve the soul) than to save the soul. And we 

entertain/serve our souls in a myriad of ways – the idolization of 

myself, my desires, my passions; daily lives focused on and planned 

around the goal of meeting those desires and passions; and, if 

there’s still any use for church services, it is to align with and seem 

relevant to those desires and passions. All because we live in the 

darkness of ignorance, that knows nothing of our sin, nothing of our 

need, nothing of our perishing. And so, any mention of the cross is 

just plain odd, because we still need the preaching and teaching of 
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the Law that convicts us that we dwell in the region and shadow of 

death. 

 

This is true even among us Christians, who become complacent and 

convince ourselves that the holy Law of God is too intangible and too 

archaic for daily life. We say, “ I don’t live in Bible times or Bible 

lands; I live in 21st century America. Everything is different now, and 

God’s will may be called holy, but I consider it wholly (entirely) 

irrelevant… it needs to change with the times, needs to consider my 

context.”  

 Do we forget so easily that the people of God have never 

long lived in the same times or context? From Eden, to the pre-flood 

world, to the ancient cultures of the Egyptians, promised-land 

Israelites, the Assyrians, the Babylonians, the Persians, back to the 

promised-land Israelites, perverted into political Judaism awaiting a 

political Messiah, meanwhile overtaken by cultures of the Greeks, 

the Romans, and then after the day of Pentecost, the Church 

spreading beyond the Jordan into every culture under the sun and in 

and out of every empire for 2000 years, all the way to this no-

majority culture of the American landscape… and the only constant 

throughout that history of changing times and cultures, the only 

constant relevance, the only constant that has governed all of 

eternity (whether we sinners want to acknowledge it or not) – even 

as we’ve wandered off into philosophies and chased false religions 
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and followed fake science of evolutionary theory and promoted our 

politics and touted our technologies – the only constant has been 

God’s holy will for his creation, so constant that it often preaches to 

us in daily life, as we contend with sin and all the suffering and 

consequences it causes, deal with it so commonly we don’t even 

realize that it is the Lord’s holy Law pointing out our sin, heavy upon 

us unholy sinners; and under the weight of our sin, we are dying… 

more than that, we are dead. “Children of darkness, dead in our 

trespasses and sins,” the apostle calls us, those dwelling in the utter 

darkness of the shadow of death. 

 St Paul says, “When the Law came, I died.” In fact, he says 

much more than that, he says, “Apart from the Law, sin is dead. 

Once I was alive apart from the law; but when the commandment 

came, sin sprang to life and I died.” In other words, once the Law 

showed me who I truly am, what this broken world truly is, and what 

my lot as a sinner is in this world of death… suddenly I realized I was 

not alive, full of boundless personal happiness… suddenly I realized I 

was captive to sin, dead in my trespasses, with no future or hope 

beyond dwelling in and despairing over death.  

 In daily life, that despairing over our sinful state doesn’t 

always happen overnight. We may suddenly “overnight” realize our 

lot, but may still be proud enough to think we can fix it. We don’t 

learn from the history of our ancestors and so we repeat the 

patterns of foolish self-reliance,  and once again we wander off into 
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philosophies and chase false religions and follow fake science of 

evolutionary theory and promote our politics and tout our 

technologies… but all to no avail. And, finally, we get to such a low 

point of darkness, of disappointment, of despair that we don’t want 

to be seen by anyone (so that, if they point out our problem because 

they see the obvious, we’ll call them hypocrites or judgmental), we 

don’t want to hear that others recognize the misery into which we’ve 

worked ourselves, and the very first little bit of holy preaching of 

God’s Law crushes our pride, bursts our ear drums, and brings us to 

nothing. 

 Friends, once we are brought by the Law to recognize (and 

sometimes, because we had grown numb to the truth, brought again 

by the Law to recognize anew) our share as those who are 

perishing… suddenly the word of the cross is not at all folly, but is a 

glorious proclamation of the eternal God’s mercy and compassion, 

and we cherish it as our true and only hope.  Isn’t that how Paul says 

it? He begins with our sinful stubbornness and ends with the 

penitent’s comfort: “For the word of the cross is folly to those who 

are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” 

 Now, that brings us to the second point of the ministry of 

fishers of men: the Gospel. Of the gospel, we may first note that it is 

for mankind. Jesus raised up the ministry to fish for men, women, 

children, nursing infants… but not for one class over another, one 

race over another, one culture over another. The defense of life that 
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again rallied this weekend is not only because each unborn shares in 

being God’s creation, but also is intended to have a share in God’s 

salvation! The Gospel is such a great light, a universal and eternal 

truth, such a universal and eternal work of salvation, that there can 

be no stipulation as to whether it belongs to Jew or Gentile, young or 

old, but simply Jesus says that his ministry will be fishers of men. You 

cannot look at any person on the street or in the car next to you at 

the stop light or living eight doors down and say, “Well, this truth of 

salvation really isn’t relevant to them.” And, therefore, you ought 

have no fear or hesitation of the Church’s relevance or place in this 

world. Because every corner of the world – no matter the culture, 

race, demographic makeup – knows only sinners, therefore in every 

corner of the world the Church and, therein, the fishing of men and 

the preaching of Law and Gospel is relevant.  

 But, if this Gospel is relevant universally, if it’s meant to be 

everywhere, so that we can all rejoice in being beneficiaries, than we 

must know what the plan of salvation has entailed, who it depends 

upon, and whether it is reliably accomplished and certain. 

 In our gospel reading, it can be easy to become enamored 

with the fact that wherever Jesus went diseases and afflictions were 

healed, demons were shut up, paralytics walked, and great crowds 

formed. But as easily as we become enamored, just as easily do we 

forget why these things happened. These things happened because 

Jesus was on the scene and signs of the Christ were in full bloom. But 



  7 

                                                                   7 

that does not make these signs “the Gospel.” Sometimes, we forget 

that the Gospel is universally relevant because we look at a text like 

this and think that the Gospel is that Jesus healed them, that (by 

extension) “God promises to heal everyone,” yet, “I haven’t been 

healed! My life is still broken… perhaps I don’t have a share of the 

Gospel!” But that’s not the Gospel! The Gospel – the good news of 

your salvation – is that Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ promised by 

God and He came into the world, the very lands of Galilee and Judea 

and Jerusalem… he came with signs and wonders proving him to be 

the Christ, and he willingly bore the sins of the world in his righteous 

and holy person and life, and took them to God’s altar of the cross 

and sacrificed himself as the Lamb of substitution in your place and 

now sheds that light on you in Word and Sacrament. That’s the 

Gospel. That’s the good news for which Jesus raises up the ministry, 

saying to those first seminarians, “Follow me, and I will make you 

fishers of men”… that’s the good news they are taught to proclaim, 

to know nothing but Jesus, the Christ and him crucified, and to point 

the whole world to him. True, wherever Christ is, there – according 

to his timing and will – all symptoms of sin will cease and death will 

be no more, neither sickness, illness, affliction, or the power of 

demons – all of it will be fully gone when the radiance of his light 

fully shines in the resurrection. But, those by-products of the Gospel 

will be then. Such does not mean that the Gospel itself – or, more 

properly, the Gospel himself, is irrelevant now. Instead, in the person 
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of the Christ and the work of his substitutionary life and death in our 

stead, we have the Gospel already now… for we have the forgiveness 

of our sins now. And, where our sins are forgiven now, we already 

are no longer children of darkness, but are now children of his 

marvelous light. Already now, we are beneficiaries of the divine truth 

that, in this Christ, God is so mindful of us men. 

 In the 8th psalm, (the psalm of the week for this past week’s 

“Calvary at Daily Prayer” study), the psalmist ponders how gracious 

God has been to mankind in making him the pinnacle of creation, 

putting all things – sheep and oxen and the beasts of the field, the 

birds of the air, the fish of the sea – everything in creation is under 

man’s feet. And yet, phrase after phrase of that psalm point us to 

Jesus. For example, though speaking of mankind, the psalmist’s 

words are cited by Hebrews as speaking of Jesus, “You have made 

him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with 

glory and honor.” Again, the psalmist says, “You have given him 

dominion over the works of your hands” – isn’t that the authority of 

which the resurrected Christ speaks when he says, “All authority in 

heaven and on earth has been given to me”? And a third time, the 

psalmist says, “You have put all things under his feet” – isn’t that 

specifically what the Church confesses about the Christ?  

 You see, this is the Gospel – that what mankind had originally 

had over creation and then destroyed in the Fall and sin, when we 

exchanged light for darkness and knowledge of God for knowledge of 
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evil, has been won anew and restored by Christ Jesus, so that this all 

is made new in Christ, because of whose righteous sacrifice God is so 

mindful of us men. The Son of Man (as Jesus referred to himself) is 

now the Man – with all things under his feet as he sits upon his 

throne – He is the Man by and in which redeemed mankind is now 

anew the pinnacle of salvation and the new creation.  

 And, because in Christ Jesus, man is already represented on 

the heavenly throne before God, therefore, the power of sin is 

already overcome, the Gospel is already ours, we are already 

beneficiaries of the cross and heirs of the kingdom. This is the 

preaching of the fishers of men. This is the net of good news into 

which they are sent to catch you for your own benefit, salvation, and 

joy. This is the life- and eternity-defining truth that “for those 

dwelling in the region and shadow of death, on them a light has 

dawned.” 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
January 26, 2020 


