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“The Fire Marshal”

Committed to safety

Matthew 4:12-22
January 27, 2008

On Wednesday the Fire Marshal paid his annual surprise visit. For about an hour he and I walked around the church looking at exit lights and emergency lights and fire alarm systems. All in all he found us in compliance with fire code. But a few things will have to be fixed, a couple of emergency lights not responding, an exit light burned out. In seven days he will be back to see we fixed them. The Fire Marshal has teeth! He won’t bite if we keep this facility safe for you, but if we get careless and ignore his expectations, woe is us. The Fire Marshal is committed to fire safety and expects us to be committed too.

A disciple of Jesus must be even more committed, and today’s reading from Matthew is his version of Jesus’ recruitment of the first disciples. Did you notice as we read it that it seems Matthew’s version of Jesus’ recruitment of disciples doesn’t agree with John’s version? We read John’s version of the call last week. John says Jesus called the first two disciples while they were with John the Baptist, but Matthew says Jesus called them from their fishing. Is there a conflict there? Maybe, but maybe not. Think about this for a minute. Matthew seems to omit quite a few of the early events of Jesus’ ministry. For instance Matthew doesn’t mention the wedding at Canaan where Jesus turned water to wine. Matthew doesn’t mention Jesus driving out the money changers in the temple. You remember Nicodemus coming to Jesus at night and Jesus telling him he must be born again? Not from Matthew you don’t! That’s from John chapter three.

It would seem that Matthew decided to begin his story of the ministry of Jesus right about the time Jesus officially invited the twelve to join him, maybe as much as a year after He first was baptized by John. If that is the case then John records the first time some of the disciples meet and talk with Jesus, and Matthew records the time when Jesus invited the men to join His ministry. I like that explanation because it helps explain why successful businessmen would walk away from lucrative businesses to follow Jesus. They knew him! They had talked with him, watched Him, listened to Him, had seen His miracles, they believed in Him. And when He invited them to join Him they were ready.


I think most if not all of God’s calls are similar to this. Abram was on a journey with his family to Canaan when he got sidetracked by his father’s death in Haran. He gave up the dream but still had Canaan on his mind when God invited him on a little journey. He was ready. Don’t you know Moses must have been stewing about why God would save him from execution as a baby, have him raised in the courts of Pharaoh, and now let him spend the last years of his life tending sheep? When God came to him in the burning bush and said “I’m sending you back” he must have known in his heart this was why he had been through all of these things. He wasn’t hot to go back, but it made sense. Think through all the people that you have met in the Bible and you will probably see that each of them was being prepared for their particular call before it came. The Lord doesn’t just pop up one day ask us to believe and follow, we go through a time of preparation. I’ll bet if I asked you to tell your story we would hear how God prepared you for this time.

Discipleship is a call! Just as real a call as a call to paid ministry or the mission field. I think we make a terrible mistake when we elevate a person above others because he or she feels called to ministry. People like me are just fortunate, we get to spend all our days being paid to do the very thing all of you do for free. Discipleship is a call we have all received. In one way or another God has prepared us for this call, and as we obey, God takes us step by step on His road, getting us ever ready for the next step. A huge part of the work of the church is to help you get ready for God’s next assignment. That is why we insist you let us help you study God’s word in some venue like Sunday School or a small group setting.

Discipleship is a call and a commitment. Jesus Christ is our “fire marshal”, completely committed to keeping us safe in the arms of the father. But He expects us to do exactly what He tells us to do. And not “later” either. When Jesus invited His disciples to follow him it wasn’t simply a pleasant invitation for them to consider, it was a command, follow or else. Jesus has no patience with our fear or lack of faith. He will move on to someone else if we don’t respond. He wants us, but He doesn’t need us, there are plenty of other people He can use.
God’s call is always a call to commitment! And every time God calls an individual there are certain conditions that are a part of the call, conditions that are a part of your call as a disciple of Jesus. He expects you to repent, to be obedient, submissive, trust Him, and persevere.

Repentance is turning away. Nobody can follow Jesus without first turning from former unChrist-like ways. Do you remember the wealthy young man who wanted to be a disciple of Jesus, but wanted to be a rich disciple? There was nothing wrong with his money. Except that his love for it was stronger than his love for Jesus. When our love for anything is stronger than our desire to be obedient to Jesus we will have no place in His work. You see, it is impossible to follow Jesus faithfully while trying to follow something else. He has to be number one in your life, and everything else, acceptable to Him, falls in line.
Sometimes we come to Jesus with our own pockets stuffed with things that have no place in the life of a disciple. Things like strong racial prejudices, as if God could only love people who look like us. Things like a willingness to take things that don’t belong to us or twist the truth so that we keep things that don’t belong to us. The list could go on and on, but you get the idea. To follow Jesus means turning away from anything that you wouldn’t do if Jesus was walking along with you, because as a disciple He is. We call that repentance, turning away from, changing our ways. It is the first prerequisite of discipleship and something we constantly struggle with because the world is constantly trying to lure us back into that way of life.
A disciple of Jesus repents of unChrist-like behavior and embraces obedience, and submissiveness to the Lord. Twice in as many verses we read about men leaving and following Jesus. Simon and Andrew left their nets to follow Jesus. They left their businesses, their jobs to follow Jesus. Now we don’t know how many other family members were able to carry on the business for Simon and Andrew. Logically, there must have been someone. But regardless, the point is that Simon and Andrew were willing to step away from their source of security to follow Jesus. God always expects that same willingness from us.
James and John left their boats to follow. But the verse also says they left “their father Zebedee”. I don’t know why the father was listed as someone James and John had to leave. Maybe Zebedee thought that following Jesus wasn’t a responsible thing for them to do. I know that my father never felt I should be a preacher, he wanted me to be a mechanic like he was. I suppose the point of mentioning family is that a disciple of Jesus must sometimes go against even loved ones in order to follow the Lord, trusting Him above anyone else. Isn’t that what Jesus asks of us? To trust Him above everything and anyone?
I think “trust” is very close to “faith”, probably the same. Neither of them are tightly tied to certainty. If I am absolutely certain of something, have all the proof I need, then I don’t need to “trust”, I know. Following Jesus, doing what He teaches, living by His words is a step of trust that He will guide us in the right way. It does not mean that everything will proceed along smoothly. In fact Jesus said that following Him would cause you to suffer insults, to be persecuted and all kinds of other evil things said and done against you. (Mt. 5:11) Disciples trust Jesus even when life deteriorates around them. Not long ago I pointed out that trusting Jesus is not hard when everything is going along just fine, but when the world around us starts to crumble – that is when our trust gets tested.
Now here is a blessing and a problem. Our lives are intimately connected with others. Each of us has a network of people that we are connected to, some small networks, some quite large. Some of those connections are tighter than others of course. My connection to my wife and children is stronger than my connection to you, my church family. And my connection to you is stronger than my connection to the clubs to which I might belong. But all of those connections can be a wonderful blessing for many reasons.

But here is the problem, just because we are connected doesn’t mean I can control what others in my group choose to do. I can be trusting Jesus and doing my best to follow Him but if one of my network people decides to wander I may have little or no control of that. And so, the problem, I can suffer because of what someone else chooses to do. The tighter I am connected to them the more I suffer with them. You know exactly what I mean!
Following Jesus isn’t guaranteed to be smooth and easy. His lordship of our lives can be quite trying.  But a disciple of Jesus does his or her best to turn from the old unChrist-like ways, be obedient to the Lord’s teachings, submissive and trusting of the leading of the Holy Spirit and persevere. I think that sometimes “faith” isn’t a matter of being certain of anything, but just deciding. Deciding that surely there is no better way to live, and nothing at all to loose.  The “Fire Marshal” loves us, is committed to us. Lets do likewise.
