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

 

Our text, the words of our Gospel reading, that Jesus withdrew 
into Galilee “so that what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah 
might be fulfilled: ‘The land of Zebulun and the land of 
Naphtali, the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the 
Gentiles – the people dwelling in darkness have seen a great 
light, and for those dwelling in the region and shadow of death, 
on them a light has dawned.’” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 Though Church history’s long-standing tradition is to 

read the prophetic words of Isaiah 9 at Christmas (this is that 

prophecy which continues with those famous words, “For unto 

us a child is born, unto us a son is given”)… nevertheless, the 

Scriptural record demonstrates that this prophecy is also a 

prophecy about the Christ coming to the gentiles. (So, 

suddenly, there’s much more of an Epiphany ring to it.) And, if 

– as Matthew’s gospel states – Jesus’ entrance into Galilee was 

‘dawning’ the Gospel among the gentiles (Galilee was known 

for having a large gentile population), then we do well to see 

this historical occasion as a visual prototype, if you will, of 

Christ bringing the gospel to you.  
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For, as we’ve said in recent weeks, you are gentiles. And 

Scripture makes no small point that Christ brings the gospel to 

you… to you who – unlike the Jews before you – are not born 

into the Old Testament Abrahamic lineage of great expectation 

for the coming Christ. Rather, your ancestors were of the 

lineage of darkness. And yet, to those walking in darkness and 

dwelling in a land of deep darkness, to you a light has shined. 

Christ has come. The kingdom of heaven is at hand. 

But, rather than settling with the idea that Christ has 

come to Jew and Gentile alike, perhaps we can also appreciate 

that our text teaches us what to expect regarding how Christ 

comes to us sinners dwelling in this world, this ‘region and 

shadow of death.’  

First, we ought see that the Christ comes preaching 

“repent” – not just to the Jews who may respect such a holy 

word, but especially to us gentiles who don’t. For the gentiles’ 

natural disposition is to live in the darkness of sin, to learn to 

dwell in it amicably, and even to love it. If the Gospel is to come 

to us sinners, the Law must come first; for we gentiles cannot 

love the way of the world and still be grafted into the lineage 

that inherits Christ’s salvation, forgiveness, and righteousness. 
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What is quite naturally and necessarily the first word that must 

be said to us sinners, but “Repent”? 

It's such a no-brainer; and yet the Church today is so 

worried to speak such truth to the nations. “We’d be too 

judgmental”, a concerned church-goer may say. “We’d be too 

harsh,” another wrings his hands. “We’d offend them and 

they’d stop listening,” says a third. Have we forgotten that our 

ancestors, even we ourselves were once all dwelling in and 

loving the same darkness? And the only reason we are now 

numbered among the Church is because the proclamation of 

Christ first pierced stone hearts with this word, “Repent.”  

Yes, repent before the holy God. Has the Lord graciously 

added to our membership again this year because we have 

been ashamed to admit His holiness? Have we been blessed 

with fellow heirs who say, “Don’t tell me God is holy; only tell 

me He is love.” No, rather Christ’s preaching is just as divinely 

effective today as 2000 years ago, and it begins with this single 

word in the presence of His holiness: “Repent.” 

Repent… not because “We sympathize, we understand, 

and want to ease you into this.” Nor ‘repent’ because “We 

don’t really mean it, but it’s what we’re supposed to say to 

sound churchy.” No, in truth, “repent because – the kingdom of 
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heaven is at hand.” Nothing less than that marvelous truth. The 

holy God is a God of love, and in love for you He has sent the 

kingdom of heaven to earth incarnate in His own Son. So, 

repent. 

When your friends ask you why the Church is so 

judgmental, you may respond by pointing to Matthew 4:  

“Judgmental? The Church is full of us who also once were 

lost in darkness. If Christ did not call us to repent, we would 

have never seen that He brings something better. He brings 

a salvation that was completed in history, a forgiveness that 

is the comfort for today, a new creation that is the 

inheritance for tomorrow. So, yes, repent. Turn around 

from chasing futile idols that distract and lead you away 

from the Truth. Turn around and see that nothing short of 

the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 

 

Now, honestly, such evangelism-related conversation of 

the Christian with the non-Christian – though always where our 

mind goes when there’s any Scriptural mention of the Gospel 

going to all nations – is not really the focus of Matthew 4; the 

text is not about teaching you how to see someone else as the 

beneficiary of Christ’s coming. Rather, the Christian may freely 

speak of such things to others because he first rightly sees 
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himself as the beneficiary of Christ’s coming (and, if Christ 

came for you, then who wouldn’t share that joy for others?). 

So, if – first in our text – we hear that Christ comes to us 

preaching “repent” and that divine Word convicts the heart 

and prepares it for the Gospel and the kingdom of heaven at 

hand, then – second – we ought notice that Christ comes to us 

by sending the ministry of his incarnate gospel to be preached 

by incarnate men: “Follow me,” he tells four fishermen, “and I 

will make you fishers of men.” 

Now, we must understand the intent of Jesus’ call. He is 

not calling these four to faith, as if an example of the call of 

every Christian. We heard just last week that Andrew and 

Simon have already met Jesus; they’ve already been pointed to 

them by the Gospel-bearing, faith-creating testimony of John 

the Baptist,” Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin 

of the world.” But, this call is different, and it’s specific. 

When we try to make this call generic to all Christians, 

we lose sight of Jesus’ institution of the Office of the Holy 

Ministry. 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.” (AC V, 1). Notice, 

not merely was each individual Sacrament instituted, to be 
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handled by whichever Christian is zealous to volunteer… but 

Christ instituted a ministry of men to become fishers of men, to 

cast the net wide in the preaching of repentance and 

forgiveness, and to catch with the Gospel those who make up 

the identity of Christ’s Church, wherein the ministry exchanges 

(if you will) its fishing nets for a shepherd’s staff to care for 

Christ’s precious sheep and feed them the Sacraments. 

When we try to generically make this text about all 

Christians being fishers of men, you lose the Gospel of the text! 

– that Christ was thinking of you when He called Simon and 

Andrew, James and John. He is thinking of you when he calls 

and ordains each generation of the servants of the ministry. For 

you and your ancestors somewhere along the way were 

wandering aimlessly in the darkness of the world’s delusions, in 

love with the world’s idols, with futile hopes set to be dashed 

by the everlasting death… and, into that darkness the net was 

cast, and your ancestors were caught (or this generation of 

your family was caught), and were told, “You are following false 

gods and are headed to destruction. But, turn around. Repent. 

And, see that the true God has brought the kingdom of heaven 

near and has come to save you and your offspring.”  
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Such is the wondrous joy somewhere back in your own 

family history. We take for granted the safety and everlasting 

benefit of being baptized into the faith as infants. Sometimes 

people suggest it would mean more to us if we would wait until 

we understood it better. But, why would you dabble with and 

endanger yourself and your offspring by wandering around in 

the darkness of death? No, what joy is ours when we may – as 

offspring of those who were once caught up by the nets of the 

Gospel – what joy is ours when we may, in such an understated 

and orderly manner, bring our children of darkness to the font 

to be caught up by Christ’s same saving grace and be made 

children of God’s light. For, he thought not just of the first 

generation of those who would believe by those nets cast wide, 

but he also thought of each successive generation – “Teach it 

to your children and your children’s children, that you may live 

long in the land your Lord is giving you (that’s the Church)” – he 

thought of every successive generation (and – in some cases – 

even thought of the previous generation brought to faith by 

the younger generation running back to their parents and 

saying, ‘We have found the Messiah’)… He thought of you all 

when he first caught your family lineage into the net of the 
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Gospel by the work of His called ministers: “Follow me, and I 

will make you fishers of men.” 

So, do not shortsightedly seek to turn this text into a 

narrative in which you have been made fishers of men. By all 

means, confess the faith in daily life and bring your family and 

friends to the Gospel – “we have found the Messiah, come and 

see!” – but also rejoice that Christ has established his ministry.  

A ministry of servants, by the way, that ought be just as 

nameless and faceless as you are unique and cherished. We 

invert the relationship often and think that the ‘average 

Christian in the pew’ is the nameless one numbered among 

fellow numbers and that the truly important one is the one 

vested and ‘leading’ worship. But, just the opposite is true. 

Simon and Andrew, James and John in many ways are not the 

important ones. They have been replaced in this Office by 

generations, and this generation of pastors will be replaced as 

well. But, you will never be replaced, but only – with others – 

united at the heavenly banquet hall in the same mind and the 

same judgment, sharing and rejoicing together with your equal 

share in the inheritance of Christ.  

But, the officeholders truly ought be – in many ways – 

nameless and faceless, as Paul reminds the Corinthians:  
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“Each one of you says, ‘I follow Paul,’ or ‘I follow Apollos’ or 

‘I follow Cephas’ or ‘I follow Christ.’ Is Christ divided? Was 

Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of 

Paul?”  

 

That’s a great series of qualifying questions. The only way a 

ministry can belong to anyone else, or a sermon should focus 

on anyone else, is if (instead of Christ) that someone else could 

be crucified for you or baptize you into their own name. No, 

there is no ministry of Paul, or ministry of Apollos or Cephas… 

only the ministry of Christ. 

Let this be an important measuring stick for you when 

critiquing your pastor – present or future: Pastors need not fill 

their sermons with words about themselves or stories deemed 

witty or relevant by their own wisdom; for these fishers of men 

are mere ambassadors of Christ, and His Word of Truth is far 

more powerful than their own spin on it. Each year we 

celebrate the season of Epiphany, not so that the pastor may 

be made known to you, or that some new knowledge he brings 

may be made known to you, but so that Christ and His Gospel 

may be brought to you and all nations… that the nets may be 

cast wide and many may hear the saving call of Christ himself: 

“Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 
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And, when the kingdom of heaven is at hand, the divine 

is at hand, so the miraculous takes place. While Jesus was on 

earth, his miracles testified to His divine nature… they testified 

to the great truth that the kingdom of heaven was at hand. 

When Christ ascended into heaven, he performed 

miracles through His servants, that all might know they were 

the rightful bearers of His Gospel.  

Just because that Gospel is now in sacred writing does 

not mean the miracles stop. They mysteriously continue in the 

Sacraments – water becoming life-giving; bread-and-wine being 

joined to the body and blood of Christ to be life-sustaining. 

Through these mysteries, the kingdom of heaven is still at hand 

to forgive and sustain all who have been graciously caught up 

in the net of the fishers of men.  

But, to go from physical healings to ‘spiritual’ 

sacraments is not to mysticize the word ‘miracle.’ When we 

think of ‘miracles’, we think of the Biblical events of temporal 

physical healing – the blind receiving sight, the lame walking, 

the diseased being given new life, epileptics and paralytics 

healed. But, the point isn’t just that Jesus healed them; the 

point is that He had power over whatever afflicted them. 
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The same goes for you, but in a greater and eternal way. 

Jesus’ purpose today is not to heal for eternal life in a temporal 

world; it’s to bring eternal, but equally physical, life to both 

body and soul for the life of the world to come. The Word and 

sacraments that lead through the grave and to the resurrection 

will bring us to a healing of sorts – the physical body of 

corruption being made incorruptible, the natural body being 

made one with the soul to now be a ‘spiritual’ body (meaning, a 

body that is the perfect temple of the Holy Spirit). We don’t 

have to spiritualize our eternal life, for Christ promises that the 

physical victory over death we long for now is coming according 

to His timing.  

Until then, what joy is ours that we gentiles have been 

caught in this great net of Christ’s gospel and that Christ 

continues to serve those whom His ministry has caught… to 

serve you through fishers of men who are not only authorized, 

but ordered, to give you all the mysteries of Christ, so that – 

just as Isaiah spoke of the joy of God’s people in sharing His 

bounty – such words still are true for His Church today:  

 

O Lord,  
 

“You have multiplied the nation; 
 you have increased its joy;  

they rejoice before you as with joy at the harvest, 
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as they are glad when they divide the spoil. “ 
 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
January 22, 2023 


