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Epiphany 3, Year A 
Jan. 22, 2017 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
 
This week’s reading from Isaiah may seem very familiar,  
not only because the text itself is familiar,  
but also because we just heard it on Christmas Eve, one month ago. 
 
On Christmas Eve, it is paired with the reading from Luke  
describing the birth of Jesus and the coming of the shepherds.  
On Christmas Eve, we hear this text describe Jesus  
as the light in the darkness,  
a child born for us who will deliver us from bondage. 
 
Today, however, our Gospel is making a different point.  
While Luke quotes Isaiah in connection with the birth of Jesus,  
Matthew quotes this same text  
to show the prophetic significance  
of the beginning of Jesus’s ministry – 
and to explain WHY it began where it did.  
 
Light begins to dawn now that Jesus  
has headed directly into “Galilee of the Gentiles.”  
He leaves Nazareth in Judea,  
and goes north to Capernaum, 
a village on the Sea of Galilee.  
 
Capernaum is in the territory of Zebulon and Naphtali.  
Now, the names “Zebulon and Naphtali” don’t mean much to us today. 
They’re not even on maps any more,   
and most people don’t have a clue where they are.  
But in the history of Israel, 
Zebulon and Naphtali were the very first tribes 
of the Northern Kingdom of Israel 
to be deported to Assyria 
700 years before Matthew wrote his gospel. 
It had been a very long time since anyone 
had referred to that region as 
the area of Zebulon and Naphtali. 
That would be a bit like a modern-day writer 
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referring to southwest Colorado 
as the land of the Anasazi. 
 
But Matthew wants us to think historically. 
He wants us to realize that Jesus – the Son of David – 
is beginning the restoration of David’s Kingdom, 
and will transform it into the Kingdom of Heaven. 
And he’s starting at Ground Zero, 
at the very spot where the first ax fell seven centuries earlier. 
 
It was truly the land of deep darkness.  
In 700 years, Galilee had remained a backwater, 
a place of very little importance, 
very little prestige, 
and Capernaum was no different. 
 
John Dominic Crossan and Jonathan L. Reed,  
in their book, “Excavating Jesus: Beneath the Stones, Behind the Texts,” 
devote several pages to a discussion what 1st century Capernaum was like. 
It was home to about 1,000 people living on 25 acres. 
It didn’t have any gates. 
No amphitheaters or arenas. 
No public bathhouse. No public latrine. 
No market with shops or storage facilities.  
No sign of planning in the layout of streets. 
No sign that the streets were paved. 
No channels to permit running water.  
No decorative frescoes, no marble of any kind. 
No ceramic roof tiles. 
The houses were made of straw and reeds and mud. 
There’s no evidence any skilled craftsmen worked there. 
There’s no evidence of any wealth whatsoever in the town.  
Capernaum was, as Crosson notes, 
not a sought-after spot, but a good place to get away from. 
 
And this is where Jesus begins his public ministry.  
He didn’t go to Galilee because he was running away from Herod, 
and he didn’t go there JUST because an old prophecy said he would. 
He went there because the people there, 
desperately needed good news. 
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And that is what Jesus began to give them.  
“Repent,” he said, “for the kingdom of heaven has drawn near.” 
Not WILL draw near. But HAS drawn near. 
The light you’ve been waiting for isn’t in the future. 
It is here now.  
 
All of that is backdrop for what happens next: 
the calling of the first disciples by Jesus. 
 
As I noted last week, this calling story varies significantly  
from the calling story we read last week in John’s gospel. 
For one thing, the place is different.  
Last week, we were across the Jordan near Judea.  
This week, we are up north in Galilee. 
 
And the timing is different.  
Last week, John the Baptist was still active in ministry.  
This week, he’d already been arrested by Herod and taken north to Galilee. 
 
And the story of how the calling proceeds,  
particularly with Peter and Andrew,  
is dramatically different.  
Last week Andrew and another person,  
simply begin following Jesus,  
and later that evening or the next day  
Andrew “drags” his brother Peter to become one of Jesus’ disciples, too.   
Here, Jesus is walking along the shoreline,  
sees Simon Peter and Andrew fishing in the lake,  
and calls them both at once.  
 
And the words he uses to call them: 
Follow me, and I will make you fish for people. 
That doesn’t quite have the ring to it that the King James Version has: 
Follow me and I will make you fishers of men.  
That’s a better turn of phrase, even if the language isn’t inclusive.  
 
But once again, here in the 21st century,  
we’ve lost some of the connotations  
that that imagery of fishing for people  
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would have had in Jesus’s time. 
While we assume that the reference is to evangelism, 
“fishing for people” also had a different meaning in Jewish history, 
 
Eight hundred years earlier, the prophet Amos  
had warned the Jewish people they were in big trouble 
because of their neglect of the poor and needy.  
“The time is surely coming upon you,” he said, 
“when they shall take you away with hooks,  
even the last of you with fishhooks.”  
And that is exactly what the Assyrians did, 
beginning with the tribes of Zebulon and Naphtali. 
 
But here is Jesus, 
taking that frightening, negative image 
and turning it around,  
turning it into something positive, something filled with grace.  
 
Maybe that’s why the first disciples that he called were all fishermen. 
Maybe Jesus just wanted to make a point.  
Maybe it was a historical point to remind people of the history of their 
nation.  
Maybe it was a religious point, to recall the old prophets. 
Maybe it was a political point, to encourage people to walk off their jobs 
rather than support a corrupt empire with their taxes. 
 
Whatever point Jesus hoped to make with his calling  
of those four fisherman on that long ago day, 
one fact is inescapable: 
Jesus called ordinary people 
in the middle of their ordinary lives 
to do extraordinary things.  
 
And he still does. 
A lot has changed in 2,000 years, 
and some of the fine points of Jesus mission and his message 
may be lost on us today. 
But THAT is one thing that has not changed. 
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Jesus issues the same call to us today 
as he did to those long-ago fisher folk. 
He wants us to be fishers of people as well.  
 
What that looks like today may be different for different people. 
For some, it does mean walking away from everything, 
just as Peter and Andrew and James and John did.  
 
But there is more than one way to fish for people. 
We fish for people by being in relationship with them. 
We fish for people by bearing each others burdens, 
by caring for each other and especially for the vulnerable, 
by holding onto each other  
through good times and bad, 
even when we’re angry or frightened, 
even when we’re despairing or traumatized,  
or feeling powerless in the face of evil. 
Even when we feel our land is walking in darkness. 
Even then, Jesus calls us to fish for people. 
Because Jesus still calls ordinary people 
in the middle of their ordinary lives 
to do extraordinary things. 
 
Given that, I suggest that we start casting our nets.  
Or rather, CONTINUE to cast our nets, 
because I know that a lot of folks here this morning 
have spent a lifetime loving and caring for others.  
Fishing for people in the most ordinary of ways. 
 
So right now, let me ask you to call to mind 
one person with whom you have a relationship. 
Maybe it’s a relationship that brings you great joy. 
Or maybe sorrow or frustration. 
It doesn't really matter, so long as it’s significant. 
Once you have that person in mind, 
I want you to take just a moment to pray for that person, 
and to believe that God is using you 
to make a difference in the life of that person. 
 
(Pause) 
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God is already working in you and through you 
to care for those around you, 
and to draw you into deeper relationships 
with those God has placed in your life.  
And that is precisely what it means 
to be a disciple and a fisher of people.  
God uses your faith and your labor 
to catch people in God’s net of grace and new life.  
 
So follow him.  
Follow him, and do the extraordinary.  
The Kingdom of Heaven is still near. 
 
Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
God is still speaking to us, in the midst of our efforts 
to focus on living comfortable, orderly, pleasant lives.  
God calls us, each in our own setting, 
to repent, to turn in a new direction, 
to open our lives to a radical renewal that may upset and re-orient 
our neat little hard-won patterns of comfort and familiarity, 
our unquestioned assumptions, 
maybe the privileges we enjoy without being aware of it.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 7 

 
 
 


