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

 
Our text, Jesus says to his disciples, “Follow me, and I will make you 
fishers of men.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 Though it would go too far to say the church calendar plans 

these Epiphany weeks’ gospel readings according to the layout of the 

Small Catechism, it is beneficial to consider how well the gospel 

accounts of these last three Sundays tie in to the Small Catechism’s 

teaching. Two Sundays ago, we focused on Christ’s gift of baptism 

and the resulting baptismal life; last Sunday, we focused on Christ’s 

proactive care of that baptismal life in confession and absolution; 

today, we focus on Christ’s calling of the first holders of the Office of 

the Holy Ministry (which, if you recall, is the second half of the Small 

Catechism’s section on Confession, which discusses those who wield 

on behalf of Christ and His Church the authority of the Keys of 

heaven). Again, this is purely coincidental, especially as we see that 

next Sunday we do not carry on with a discussion on the Lord’s 

Supper, which would be the next section of the Catechism. 

Nevertheless, it’s quite beneficial to consider this and meditate upon 

these gifts and tools of Christ Jesus for our benefit.  
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 To do that properly, we must recognize that our gospel 

reading for this morning is not about Jesus calling people to faith to 

follow him as believers. Jesus first met Andrew and Simon by the 

shores of the Jordan River, where the forerunner John was baptizing. 

Here, he meets them alongside the Sea of Galilee after John has 

been arrested. Thus, sermons on this text should not make the 

mistake of preaching about Jesus calling followers, but about Jesus 

calling the first would-be apostles (the first seminarians, if you will), 

that they might be the first, as his apostles, to occupy the Office of 

the Holy Ministry and the divine authority it has to wield the keys of 

binding and loosing sins on behalf of the congregation who has 

called the man to the Office.  

 “Fishers of men” is what Jesus calls them, a great phrase that 

doesn’t merely borrow from their previous vocation but also reminds 

us of the difficult work ahead… for sinners enjoying their sinful life 

want to be caught by these fishers of salvation about as much as fish 

wish to be caught by a hook or a net. Indeed, so little do men want 

to be caught by these fishermen that the masses would rather 

ignore, impugn, or imprison these ambassadors of the Gospel than 

they would listen to them, learn from them, and be led to salvation 

and righteousness. 

 This is important to admit about the ministry Christ is 

establishing in this text. As well intended as everyone has been, we 

must admit: Just as the Church has grown fat and lazy in the context 
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of America’s formerly religious landscape, thinking the Church can be 

loved by the world and evangelize the world by simple “Jesus Loves 

You” gimmicks, so have the Church’s pastors become complacent. 

For too long it was far too tempting to become a pastor because of 

how relatively risk-free was a position of relatively light physical 

labor, of honor and love from large congregations, and of respect in 

society. Those days are gone, and the days of ‘woke’ censorship now 

descending upon us give us a fresh appreciation for the first words of 

our text: “After John was arrested…” The Lord is waking pastors up 

to the purpose of their Call – not to be fishers of those who desire to 

be caught and easily jump into the boat, but to be fishers of men in a 

world that rejected its own Messiah and Lord and crucified him on a 

tree!  

And pastors who do not learn quickly will feel their shallow 

roots wither in the scorching heat of the day. Young men, if you 

desire to be a pastor for any reason other than the great privilege of 

suffering for the Gospel, you should consider a different vocation. 

Young women, if you consider marrying a pastor or a would-be 

pastor, take account of the support your husband will need from you 

and pray for the strength you’ll need if your “John or Andrew or 

Simon” is someday fined, vilified, or arrested. And, fellow Christians, 

the very best gift you can give your pastor and his family is to be 

well-attuned to what is happening in society and daily life around 

you and how it impacts your faith …and to appreciate, therefore, 
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how fervent is your need for Christ, how precious are the treasures 

of His Word and Sacrament for your continual forgiveness and 

sanctification, and how holy and glorious is your calling to confess 

Christ before all the world, indeed to consider all else loss for the 

surpassing worth of knowing our Lord Jesus Christ and being found in 

Him. 

 That’s why Simon and Andrew and James and John left their 

nets, isn’t it? – for Jesus said “Follow me,” and – as we heard last 

week – such was no mere invitation but an expectation that they 

would learn from him (first) how to find rest for their souls, but 

(second) how to be fishers of men, how to carry his yoke, wear his 

mantle, even (in the apostles’ case) share in his sufferings. 

 But, what they learned from Jesus was that their glory was 

not in the praise of men nor even in the praise of God – “We have 

only done what was our duty” – he taught them to respond; rather, 

their glory was in “catching” men with the Law and Gospel and 

rejoicing with them in their newfound faith as sinners who had been 

made saints, faithless who had been made faithful, men of boorish 

lawlessness who had been made children of baptismal life. 

 That’s the great joy of the Office of the Holy Ministry – to 

share in the rejoicing of those converted out of death and 

condemnation into life and forgiveness and redemption. Isn’t that 

the joy that Jonah should have shared with the Ninevites? – that he 

had the awesome responsibility of calling them to repentance, but 
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then also the front-row seat of seeing them repent, and the divine 

privilege of declaring their forgiveness. That should have been his 

joy, but – if you recall the end of the book of Jonah – he was so bitter 

toward them as his enemy that he refused to share in the joy that 

God relented from the disaster He had formerly planned for them. 

 Jonah’s relationship with Nineveh reminds us that God’s 

primary purpose is not to bless the congregation with a man with 

whom they will get along (or bless the man with a congregation with 

whom he will find favor), but rather His purpose is to declare, 

“repent and believe in the gospel”… and whatever mouthpiece He 

puts into that Office must let nothing hinder that. 

 Indeed, we may consider Paul’s words to young Timothy not 

to let prejudices get in the way: “Let them not despise your youth!” 

the apostle reminds the young pastor of his divine authority. Then 

again, that passage may also be rendered, “Give them no reason to 

despise your youth!,” that same apostle reminds that same young 

pastor of his divine responsibility! 

 Yes, it’s such a divine responsibility and divine authority 

because of the divine promises the Lord has for you. Never forget 

that! If you ever catch yourself thinking that the Office of the Holy 

Ministry is too favored or somehow gets too much attention in the 

church service or gets in the way of your ‘self-made’ relationship 

with God, recall that it is by God’s divine design that Christ himself 

placed the Office of the Ministry in the heart of the congregation, 
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that the officeholders might be accountable to Him for the care of 

His dear sheep, that they might be responsible to Him to make sure 

you get everything He has promised for you in His testament. Our 

Augsburg Confession says it this way:  

 
“So that we may obtain this faith, the ministry of teaching the 

Gospel and administering the Sacraments was instituted. 

Through the Word and Sacraments as through instruments, the 

Holy Spirit is given” (AC V, 1-2).  

 
The Holy Spirit is given through those precious means of 

grace over which that Ministry of Christ presides and for which Christ 

himself called it into being. St Paul expressed this reality well 

throughout his epistles, explaining to the Corinthians, “How should 

one regard us? As bondservants of Christ and stewards of the 

mysteries of God!” And, when it may have seemed the Corinthians 

were yawning at or weary of this relationship, Paul impressed upon 

them all the more the Lord’s good order in establishing that 

relationship for the benefit of the hearers: 

 
“We are ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through 

us. We implore you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God… 

Working together with him, then, we appeal to you not to 

receive the grace of God in vain!” 

 
Notice how fervently Paul implores them to hear him and his fellow 

pastors, not for the pastors’ sake or the pastors’ benefit or even on 
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account of the pastors’ worth or reputation… rather, hear him (Paul 

pleads) on account of God’s appeal through the pastor for the 

hearers’ sake… because the Holy Ministry’s singular focus and joy is 

to bring to you the blessings of God, that you might be reconciled to 

God and live with a free and clear conscience toward Him, no matter 

what harms or befalls you in this broken world. 

 We’ve known in this past year how many various ways the 

devil can seek to distract us from those precious means of grace, 

indeed how successful he can be in convincing folks they would be 

far better off without the Lord’s precious means of grace for months 

at a time! How much in such times we must demand more of our 

pastors and ensure they will do the work God has appointed them to 

do, for their work means our benefit. This urgency is not unique to 

our day and place, but was shared by Luther in his letter to a Pr. 

Nicolaus Hausman, when Luther wrote,  

 
“As long as you live, you are obligated to provide [the Church in 

your care] with pure doctrine; earnestly to pray for, care for, and 

watch over it; to risk and lay down your life in all kinds of 

tribulation and danger, such as pestilence [and epidemic] and 

other sicknesses, no matter what they may be called; to preside 

over [the congregation] against the gates of hell; and to do, 

suffer, and endure all things as suits a pious, faithful pastor and 

curate of souls on behalf of his office.” (Church & Office, 219).  

 
This, Luther says, is what every pastor owes the congregation and 

what every congregation should expect of its pastor. But, as you may 



  8 

                                                                   8 

expect them to risk all, don’t blindly expect that all pastors will be up 

to the challenge; rather, know that even where the pastors fall short, 

the Gospel is still yours because you are still Christ’s and because 

Christ still promises you His glorious Gospel in its many and various 

forms. Indeed, so perfect are Christ’s promises of forgiveness, life, 

and salvation that you need not fear they depend upon the fidelity of 

sinful fishers of men, but rather (as our Augsburg Confession rightly 

says), “Both the Sacraments and Word are effective because of 

Christ’s institution and command, even if they are administered by 

evil men.” 

You see, it’s not the pastor that makes the gifts of Christ; it’s 

merely the pastor tasked with giving you the gifts of Christ and 

getting out of the way, so that those gifts of Word and Sacrament 

may fill your ears, your mouth, and your heart and may keep you 

safely in Christ Jesus.  And thus, all pastors are to work tirelessly to 

that end – to properly steward to you all the treasures of Christ in 

the midst of so much turmoil in the world around you, but also – as 

steward – to keep you focused on (and to get out of the way of) the 

gifts and promises themselves. Thus, St Paul himself confesses: 

 
We put no obstacle in anyone’s way, so that no fault may be 

found with our ministry, but as servants of God we commend 

ourselves in every way: by great endurance, in afflictions, 

hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, 

sleepless nights, hunger;  
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by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, the Holy Spirit, 

genuine love; by truthful speech, and the power of God; with the 

weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left;  

through honorand dishonor, through slander and praise. 

We are treated as imposters, and yet are true; as unknown, 

and yet [are] well known; as dying, and behold, we live; as 

punished, and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet [we are] always 

rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, yet 

possessing everything. 

 
And then Paul concludes with words that remind us that 

Jesus called his servants to be fishers of men… of men who wouldn’t 

always want to be caught: (Paul says), “We have spoken freely to 

you, Corinthians; our heart is wide open. You are not restricted by 

us, but by your own affections. In return… widen your hearts also.” 

Widen your hearts to the Word of Truth, friends, for the Lord 

loves you so dearly that He has commanded some men spend their 

life’s days ensuring you get this Word of Truth… that no one may 

complain, “The Lord scatters His Word sparingly, and I didn’t have 

chance to benefit,” but rather that you may rejoice, “Whether later 

in life or early in life, the Lord has blessed me with the Gospel. And, if 

He has gone to such great lengths to bestow upon me His Gospel, 

then I will cherish it all my days, no matter how the world’s cares 

seek to distract or deter me.” 

How much does our Lord love you!, that He would dedicate 

men’s entire lives to catching sinners who don’t desire to be caught, 

but who benefit eternally from being caught, converted, and 
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continually catechized! So mindful of you is Christ that he says to His 

Andrews and Simons, Jameses and Johns, “Go proclaim to men a 

Gospel they’d never dream up for themselves, a Gospel they could 

never acquire for themselves… the Gospel of the Christ and the 

testament God makes with man and seals on the cross, the Gospel of 

the Word and Sacraments and the benefits of the cross they 

proclaim and give, the Gospel of the resurrection and your life in the 

world to come.” 

 
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
January 24, 2021 


