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Mark 1:14-20 
“Following Jesus: Leaving One Life Behind for a Bigger One Ahead” 

Matthew B. Reeves 
 
 Before Jesus showed up, Simon and Andrew, James and John lived stable lives. Their jobs were 
stable, fishing a lake that would never run out of fish and selling them to people who’d never stop needing 
fish to eat. Their family was stable. Later Mark tells us that Simon and Andrew owned a home where they 
lived with Simon’s mother-in-law. Even the odor about them was stable. They so permanently stank of 
fish that Simon’s wife had long stopped asking him to wash the stench from his hands. She didn’t smell it 
anymore. 
 

This is to say that the day Jesus came calling, and Simon and Andrew, James and John dropped 
their fishing nets to follow, none of these men woke up intending to do anything of the sort. They had 
planned simply to fish––as they had yesterday, as they would tomorrow, and the day after that, and on 
and on until they gave the family fishing business to one of their kids. Isn’t this is why, when Jesus found 
James and John, they were mending their nets. They imagined they’d be using them for a good number of 
years.  

 
Jesus walked up and simply said, “Follow me.” And then, Mark tells us, they just did. There was 

no period of discernment or checking their savings to see if they could pay the bills for as long as the 
“following Jesus” venture might last. James and John even left old man Zebedee sitting the boat as the 
future of the family business walked away with a stranger.  
 

It’s vexing, if not crazy, that these men leave perfectly good nets and a perfectly good life just 
sitting behind in a heap. But this is what happen to those caught by Jesus, because his good news message 
that God rules the world and claims our lives for the purpose of God’s kingdom––this message comes as a 
disruption. And with urgency! Believe this today, Jesus said, because there won’t a better time than now.  

 
By showing us these fishermen who drop everything to follow Jesus, Mark is teaching us 

something: you can’t respond to this news by squeezing it in to the life you already have. Responding to 
Jesus’ call means beginning a whole new life with Christ and the purpose he lived for right at the center. 
 

How many days have you woken up and thought, “Today something will happen that will 
drastically disrupt my life and change me forever?” And then you go out looking for what the disruption 
will be? I know the answer for me: never. I don’t want disruption in my life! I want things to go according 
to plan. 

 
The thing is, the transformative moments in life are the ones we didn’t plan on. It’s how falling in 

love involves, precisely, falling. Who ever takes a step planning to fall? Is this why the proposal to marry is 
called “popping the question?” Even when it’s not surprising it’s like it “pops” from out of nowhere.  

 
 It’s interesting that the first lives Jesus pops into don’t seem to be looking for change, and don’t 
even seem to need it? Mark gives no indication these fishermen were thinking about a change in career. 
He doesn’t present them as penitent sinners or in need of restoration. That comes later. So if they aren’t 
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seeking change, when Jesus comes by and says “Come with me, I’m going to send you out to fish for 
people,” why to they bite on that line and walk away with Jesus? 
 
 That Simon and Andrew, to whom Jesus says, “I’m going to send you out to fish for people,” they 
aren’t the only one in the story with fishing nets.  
 
 Now, let’s stop a moment and take Jesus’ fishing-for-people metaphor seriously. The first thing we 
have to notice is that Simon and Andrew, James and John aren’t the only ones with Jesus. Jesus is the great 
people-fisher, and these men are his first catch. And as these hard-core fishermen walked away from their 
nets, we should wonder if some things occurred to them about being caught by Jesus. 
 
 Like how fish don’t end up in nets because they want to be there. Fish are caught because they 
are wanted by the fisherman. This means that we are not Jesus’ disciples because, considering the options 
for what we might believe or do with our lives, we decided that following Jesus is our personal preference. 
No, the reason anyone is a follower of Jesus is that Jesus wants them.  

 
So followers of Jesus are people whom the Savior wants, but his net reminds them that they aren’t 

in charge of their lives. This is why James and John were mending their nets. Fish are inclined to resist 
staying in the net. And so before Mark’s gospel is over, even Jesus’ most loyal disciple get more than one 
than one talking to from Jesus, because they envision for themselves a life that’s different from the one 
Jesus would give. The first thing about following Jesus is learning to want the life he gives because that’s 
the only one that really saves us. 
 
 Which brings us to an uncomfortable truth in this fish-catching metaphor, and that’s the fish case. 
I mean, like the fish case at Giant Eagle. Like the seafood section at Costco that has whole fish wrapped in 
plastic and Styrofoam. See, as men in the fishing business, Simon and the guys knew full well happens to 
fish that are caught. They are not released. They are kept. Which is to say, they die. As Jesus would come 
to say to his disciples, “Those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my 
sake, and for the sake of the good news, will save it.”  
 
 Jesus who comes to us with God’s saving good news is not a catch and release fisherman. When 
Jesus drops his net, it’s for catch and keep. Do Simon and Andrew and Zebedee’s sons know this about 
Jesus? Should we run and tell them, do you know what you’re getting into? Do you know that following 
Jesus will change everything about your life? That it will even demand your very life?  
 
 And what about us who think of ourselves as people caught in Jesus’ net? Is this a frightening 
place where we hear that’s God, and not us, that’s really in charge in our lives? Do we flop around as 
Jesus pulls us in, even into his loving arms, into his sacred life that brings about the world’s healing and 
our own. Oh, but disciples of Jesus, disrupted by his call to follow, to change, to trust, we can be so scared 
of losing control, afraid of leaving familiar waters––flopping around trying to keep the life we would have 
on our own. 
 
 One of the expectations I have about the church is that it’s a community where there’s going to 
be a lot of fish-flopping. This is because the gospel is an announcement of change, and change can be 
frightening, even when it’s for good news. Has anyone ever told you, “I forgive you,” but you just didn’t 
know what to do what that word because you’d grown so familiar to swimming in the toxic waters of 
guilt?  
 

Have you ever lost something that was precious: a job, a spouse, a certain dream, a way of being 
church, and in the midst of the fall you experienced a unexpected sense of being caught and held, and 
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maybe a small voice saying that what you lost never held your life together and will never hold it back. 
The net around your live is the Savior’s love that pulls you through.  

 
Followers of Jesus are always leaving things behind, cutting ties with old attachments in order to 

trust Jesus and his message. 
 
 What did Simon and Andrew, James and John think they were leaving behind with the nets? We 
don’t know for sure. But they certainly left attachment to what’s familiar and a life where they think they 
call the shots. What did they think they were gaining? It’s hard to say that as well. But I know what I 
would tell them. I’d tell them, you are gaining a Savior who never promises to lead you into life that is 
safe, but he will save and keep you through whatever life contains. He’s the catch-and-keep Savior, after 
all. 
 
 It’s early in Mark’s gospel. The disciples know so little about what following Jesus will involve, like 
how disciples that don’t accept change end up spending much of their life with Jesus flopping around in 
panic. It’s much better to learn to trust. The disciples will soon discover that Jesus never settles down. He’s 
always on the move.  
 

This is so important for the church to remember, that Jesus isn’t committed to doing things the 
way they’ve always been done. He won’t lead people to play it safe. He doesn’t just walk in their comfort 
zone. For the sake of God’s purpose, Jesus lead the church in ways he knows will make them flop around. 
But Jesus isn’t in a panic, for he knows that God is just pulling the church closer to where Jesus is. 
 
 And that’s just the good news about being caught be Jesus and following him as closely as we can. 
Even when his call to change as the church, as families, and people has us flopping all about we’re still in 
the net of Savior who loves us too much ever to let us go. So, let us follow him. Let us stay in his wake. 
Amen.  


