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Introduction 

Two games that almost all children play while growing up are “Follow the Leader” and “King of the Mountain.” “Follow the Leader” is, of course, when one boy or girl leads and all the other children follow, wherever he or she may go. “King of the Mountain” is when all the children struggle for the same position – maybe the top of a hill, or the front porch, or the top of a slide. “Follow the Leader” is a game about submission. “King of the Mountain” is game about domination. I think those two games could function as metaphors or parables for the two ways in which people try to live their lives. In our lives we all either learn to submit – to “follow the Leader” or we keep struggling to be “king of the mountain.” 

The text before us this morning is all about giving up the desire to be king of the mountain in order to follow the Leader – the true King – Jesus Christ. Let’s read Mark 1:16-20. 

Mark 1:16-20 (ESV)  

    Passing alongside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and Andrew the brother of Simon casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen.  [17] And Jesus said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you become fishers of men.”  [18] And immediately they left their nets and followed him.  [19] And going on a little farther, he saw James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, who were in their boat mending the nets.  [20] And immediately he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired servants and followed him. 

This is Jesus’s call of his first disciples – the four men who would become the inner ring of “the Jesus circle,” the followers of Jesus who were the closest to him during his three years of ministry: Simon (or Peter), Andrew, James and John. In Jesus’s call for the first disciples to follow him, we learn three things about following Jesus.  

1. Following Jesus is Responsive  

First we learn that following Jesus is responsive. Notice the order of the verbs in these verses 

Mark 1:16-20 (ESV)  

    Passing alongside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and Andrew the brother of Simon casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen.  [17] And Jesus said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you become fishers of men.”  [18] And immediately they left their nets and followed him.  [19] And going on a little farther, he saw James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, who were in their boat mending the nets.  [20] And immediately he called them, and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired servants and followed him. 

He saw, he called; they left, they followed. Their following of Jesus was a response to his calling of them. 
Now this was very unusual. Rabbis didn’t select their own students or call their own disciples. The students sought for them. But Jesus completely breaks from this tradition. Unlike any other teacher, he sets the agenda and chooses his own apprentices. He calls his own disciples.
 

So, following Jesus is responsive. But what it is a response to? Following Jesus is a response to three things, (or one thing, the message of Jesus, viewed from three different angles). It is a response to the gospel, or “good news” (v. 14); the kingdom, that is, the “saving reign of God revealed in Jesus” (v. 15), and Jesus’s call to repent, believe in the gospel, and follow him (v. 15, 17, 20). 
One of the lessons in this is that Jesus always takes the initiative in his relationships with people. Jesus always initiates, seeks, calls. In the words David Garland, “becoming a disciple of Jesus is more of a gift than an achievement.”
 Jesus chooses and calls people to himself, and chosen, called people come to him. 

The immediate response of these first disciples also illustrates a theme which will pop again and again in Mark’s Gospel – the power of Jesus’ word. Did any of you ever watch The Cosby Show back in the eighties and nineties? I remember one of the shows when it is Cliff’s birthday and Claire and the children give him a sound-sensitive key chain that is supposed to “beep” whenever he claps his hands. Unfortunately for Cliff, it never works for him. He claps, and it doesn’t beep. It beeps for every one else, but not for him. The key chain never responds to his call! Jesus’s words in the Gospel of Mark function in exactly the opposite way. When he speaks things, things happen! When he calls, people come!  

“Jesus speaks, ‘Come, follow me!’ and it creates obedience that compels people to follow and join his band. They are willing for their identity and support to come from being his disciples, not simply from being a member of this or that family, this or that profession, or this or that village. Jesus speaks, ‘Be quiet! . . . Come out of him!’ and unclean spirits are routed (1:25). Jesus speaks, ‘Quiet! Be still! And the wind stops, and there is a great calm (4:39). Jesus speaks, ‘Talitha cumi! (which means “Little girl, I say to you, get up!”)’ and the dead are raised (5:41). Jesus speaks, ‘Ephphatha! (which means “Be opened!”)’ and ears are opened (7:34). Jesus speaks, ‘May no one ever eat fruit from you again,’ and a fig tree is withered to its roots (11:14, 20). Jesus cries a great cry, and the temple veil splits from top to bottom (15:38-39). The power of the one who sees long before they see him and calls as God calls is the only explanation why these disciples respond immediately as they do . . . Who is this who can create such immediate obedience? . . . Jesus, the bringer of the kingdom . . .  The powerful call of this one can still transform lives today.”

Have you responded to the good news of God’s saving reign? Have you responded to the initiative of Jesus? Have you answered his powerful word? 

2. Following Jesus is Radical 

Secondly, following Jesus is radical. 

This is seen in the radical response of those whom Jesus called. Simon and Andrew “left their nets” (v. 18), while James and John not only left their nets, but “left their father” and everything else, boats and all (v. 20). William Lane comments, “So compelling is the claim of Jesus upon them that all prior claims lose their validity. Their father, the hired servants, the boat and the nets are left behind as they commit themselves in an exclusive sense to Jesus.”
 

When these men followed Jesus it had a radical impact on the two most critical areas of their lives: career and relationships. These are the two areas into which we sink our identity, the places where we find our significance. These are the areas to which we give our allegiance. These are the areas that often keep people from following Jesus. These are the areas where we want to be “king of the mountain.” And these are the areas where we most need to follow Jesus and be transformed. 
So there is radical reorientation going on here. Yet, it is not total renunciation. R. T. France reminds us that “in practical terms there were clearly limits to this renunciation, at least for some disciples: Jn. 21:3 suggests that Simon retained the use of a boat and fishing tackle when occasion required (and the frequent use of a boat in Mark’s story suggests that someone in the group still owned one), and in v. 29 we shall find the house of Simon and Andrew still available for their family, and used apparently as Jesus’ base in Capernaum; nor did Simon sever all links with his family (1:30-31; cf. 1 Cor. 9:5), despite his sweeping claim in 10:28. But the abandonment of the nets does represent a decisive change of lifestyle; from now on their fishing will be of another kind.”

So we should not infer from this that radically following Jesus always involves leaving a career for ministry. Sometimes it does. But sometimes it means using a career for ministry. It always means one or the other. If you follow Jesus, things are going to get shaken up. There will be a radical reorientation of priorities. And it will have an impact on your work and your family, your career and your relationships. 
Sometimes using a career for ministry can be even more radical, more difficult, inviting more suffering, than being in so-called “full time Christian service.” And yet there can also be more potential for seeing the kingship of Jesus expressed in the world, when we follow him within our present work. 
An incredible example of this is the story of William Wilberforce, the 19th century member of the British parliament who was largely responsible for the abolition of slavery in England. Perhaps you have seen the recent film about Wilberforce, called Amazing Grace.
 I would heartily recommend it. There is a scene in the movie where Wilberforce has experienced a spiritual awakening. His butler asks him if he has found God, and Wilberforce says, I think it is God who has found me. And a wrestling match begins. Will he continue his political career in parliament or will devote his life to doing the Lord’s work. One of Wilberforce’s friends, convinced that Wilberforce could potentially lead England to abolish the slave trade, brings a group of abolitionists to Wilberforce’s home. They explain to him the incredible indignities and injustice suffered by Africans through the slave trade. Then they raise the issue of whether he should do the work of a politician or the work of the Lord and say, in effect, we believe you can do both! Just so! Wilberforce was an excellent example of what a follower of Jesus looks like in the realm of politics. His radical position caused him much anguish of soul and invited much opposition and persecution. He spent most of two decades fighting the slave trade before it was finally formally abolished by a bill in parliament. But his following Jesus as a politician paved the way to change the world. 

There are some of you here this morning that the Lord may perhaps call to follow him by leaving your career to become a missionary, pastor, preacher, or something like that. But all of you are called to “full-time Christian service!” You are called follow Jesus in whatever career you find yourself in. What would that look like for you? What would it look like to follow Jesus as a physician, or attorney, or business-man, or carpenter, or accountant, or nurse? What would look like to be a radical disciple of Jesus as a homemaker, housewife, teacher, truck-driver, salesman, policeman, fireman, waitress, or machinist? Your calling is to show the world what it looks like! And that is radical.
Let me just make a comment about being “radical” for Jesus. We don’t like talk of being radical, or fanatical, especially in relation to religion. When we think about religious radicals, we tend to think of self-righteous, judgmental, hyper-critical people – or even people who fly airplanes into skyscrapers. We associate being radical with those kinds of attitudes. But that is not what a person who radically follows Jesus looks like at all. To be radical for Jesus means to be radically kind, radically humble, radically loving, and radically gentle! A person who is truly radically transformed by Jesus will not be self-righteous – in fact, he will think he is worse than everyone else, because he will understand his sinfulness. A person who is self-righteous hasn’t followed Jesus too far, he hasn’t followed Jesus far enough!

What’s first in your life? What claims your allegiance? Where do you sink your identity? What defines you? What sets your agenda? 

3. Following Jesus is Revolutionary   

Third, and finally, following Jesus is revolutionary – that is, following Jesus changes the world. Notice verse 17:

Mark 1:17 (ESV)  

    And Jesus said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you become fishers of men.”  

Notice how this is worded. “Follow me, and I will make you become fishers of men.” Not simply “you will be fishers of men,” but “I will make you become fishers of men,” which more closely reflects the Greek. So, really there’s several thoughts here: first, when we follow Jesus we go on a journey (“I will make you become”) and second, when we follow Jesus we enter into a community, for Jesus says, “I will make you (2nd person plural personal pronoun) become fishers of men” and third, when we follow Jesus we receive a new mission (“I will make you become fishers of men”). 
Just think about the journey of the disciples. When Jesus called them, they didn’t know where he would lead them. They didn’t realize that the way of the Lord was the way of the cross. They didn’t know that he would lead them to Jerusalem where he would be crucified and they experience failure. They were not aware of the suffering before them – but neither did they realize that the path of the cross was the way to greatness, or that in losing their lives they would find their lives; that in dying they would live; that in suffering with Jesus they would reign him; that in sacrificing themselves they would bring life and hope to the world. 
And they did bring hope to the world. “John was to become the bishop of Ephesus, Peter went on to Rome, Andrew went as far as the borders of Russia!”
 James was the first of the apostles to die to a martyr’s death. When you follow Jesus your world will always be expanded. You will always be enlarged and made to see and embrace others. Following Jesus put them not only into a journey, but also on a mission. It made them become fishers of men. 
Following Jesus was also revolutionary in that it produced a new community. To enter into Christian “follower-ship” is necessarily to enter into Christian fellowship. When Simon and Andrew followed Jesus and then James and John followed Jesus, they not only entered into a relationship with Jesus, but they also entered into a relationship with one another. At one time I really loved an essay by A. W. Tozer called “The Saint Must Walk Alone.” But I’ve come to believe that the exact opposite is really true – that saints must always walk together. 
Let me share with you a simply wonderful illustration that I heard from Tim Keller. This comes from George MacDonald’s children’s book called The Princess and the Goblin.
 It is about a little girl named Irene. One day Irene hears a low humming noise coming from a room at the top of an old stair. She went to see what the noise was and discovered a very, very old – yet very beautiful – woman, sitting at a spinning wheel. Irene discovers that she is her great-great-great grandmother. 

At one point in the story, Irene’s grandmother gives here a special ring. Attached to the ring is a very fine thread which is invisible to the eye, but which can be felt when Irene tugs on it. Her grandmother tells Irene how to use it if she is ever in danger. She says, “Now listen. If ever you find yourself in any danger - such, for example, as you were in this same evening - you must take off your ring and put it under the pillow of your bed. Then you must lay your finger, the same that wore the ring, upon the thread, and follow the thread wherever it leads you.”  “Oh, how delightful! It will lead me to you, grandmother, I know!” says Irene. Her grandmother replies, “Yes. But, remember, it may seem to you a very roundabout way indeed, and you must not doubt the thread. Of one thing you may be sure, that while you hold it, I hold it too.” 

Sure enough, Irene finds herself in danger soon, when she fears that goblins have entered the house. She remembers the ring, puts it under her pillow, finds the thread and starts following it, believing it will take her straight up the old stair to her grandmother. But the thread leads her not up to the old stair, nor straight to her grandmother, but along the floor, through the kitchen, then outside, across the yard, and finally straight up the side of a mountain. She follows the thread and finds that it leads into a large hole in the mountain itself. Again she follows the thread, until it comes to large heap of stones. She is now really frightened and decides to turn around and follow the thread back – but when she turns around, the thread vanishes from her touch. She cannot follow it backwards, only forwards. So Irene weeps. But then when she composes herself, she realizes that the only thing to do is start removing the stones so that she can keep following the thread. And so she moves the stones, with bleeding fingers and great effort, only to discover, to her great surprise, that behind the heap of stones is a trapped little boy, named Curdie. Of course, Curdie is surprised to see Irene and asks how she found him. She replies, “My great-great-great grandmother sent me,” says Irene. And so they clear away the stones and Curdie is set free – all because she followed the thread her grandmother had given her.
Following Jesus is something like that. He calls us to follow him – one step at a time, wherever he leads. And sometimes he leads us through incredible round-about paths and up steep mountains. Sometimes he leads us to a wall of stones that we have to painfully remove with bleeding hands. But the reason he does so is because he is making us to become fishers of men. Following Jesus is a journey that puts us on the mission of rescuing others. 

One of my heroes is Adoniram Judson, the first foreign missionary to ever be sent from the United States of America. I cried the first time I ever heard Judson’s story, and was so deeply moved, that Holly and I named our second son, Matthew, after Judson (his name is “Matthew Judson”). Let me tell you Judson’s story. He came to faith in Christ as a young man and had a burning passion to take the Gospel to those who had not heard of Jesus. He married a young woman named Ann on Feb 5, 1812 and together they sailed for India twelve days later. He didn’t return home for thirty-three years!
They sailed for India, and eventually (despite William Carey’s advice to the contrary) when to Rangoon in Burma, arriving on July 13, 1812. And there began his sufferings – the work was long and hard. It was six years before he baptized his first convert. He suffered from all kinds of diseases – cholera, malaria, and dysentery. And he was persecuted and imprisoned in 1824. His wife, Ann, was very sick – would regularly walk two miles to see Adoniram in prison. Their daughter Maria was malnourished and Ann was so sick that her milk dried up, so at night, Adoniram begged the jail-keeper to let him go at night to walk the village streets begging village women to nurse the baby for them!

Finally, in 1825, after seventeen months in prison, Adoniram was released. And eleven months later Ann (his wife) died. Six months after that his little girl died. And three months after that he got word that his father had died! And darkness settled over his soul as he sunk into a terrible and lengthy depression. He retreated from people, dug his own grave and would sit there for hours on end contemplating his death. He sunk into an abysmal sea of despair. Finally in 1830, he received word that his brother, Elnathan, had been converted before his death – and this news lifted the despair from his soul. He gradually climbed out of the darkness and his depression lessened. And in 1831, God suddenly poured out his Spirit on Judson’s work in an amazing way. Thousands of people came to him to hear about Christ. Judson wrote: 
“The spirit of inquiry . . . is spreading everywhere, through the whole length and breadth of the land.” [We have distributed] nearly 10,000 tracts, giving to none but those who ask. I presume there have been 6000 applications at the house. Some come two or three months’ journey, from the borders of Siam and China - ‘Sir, we hear that there is an eternal hell. We are afraid of it. Do give us a writing that will tell us how to escape it.’ Others, from the frontiers of Kathay, 100 miles north of Ava - ‘Sir, we have seen a writing that tells about an eternal God. Are you the man that gives away such writings? If so, pray give us one, for we want to know the truth before we die.’ Others, from the interior of the country, where the name of Jesus Christ is a little known - ‘Are you Jesus Christ’s man? Give us a writing that tells us about Jesus Christ.”

Judson followed Jesus on a journey that led him into great suffering. But God used him as a “fisher of men” to take the gospel to others. 

Are you following Jesus? Are you on the journey with him? Are you on mission with him? Are you “following the thread” wherever it leads? Do you find yourself faced with a wall of stones and you cannot turn back? Don’t resent or resist it! There may be someone who needs rescuing right on the other side of your trial. Jesus has you on a journey – a journey in which he will use you to rescue others. You may be in the middle of some terrible darkness. But if you follow the thread – if you follow Jesus – if you are obedient to him right now, where you are – you may emerge to find someone saying to you: “Are you Jesus Christ’s man? Will you tell me about him?” 

Conclusion

So, we’ve seen that following Jesus is responsive – you respond to his initiative his call, the good news of God’s saving reign. Following Jesus is radical, as you radically reorient your life, your career, your relationships – everything – in order to follow him and put him in first place. And following Jesus is revolutionary. It changes the world!

Are you following the Leader (Jesus) or playing king of the mountain? Are you living in submission to Jesus or in rebellion, attempting to dominate your world, your life, with your will? Let me urge you this morning to follow Jesus. 

And let me tell why you can follow him. You can follow him because he has already blazed the trail. He won’t call you to go anywhere that he hasn’t been. Does he ask you to “leave father and mother” to follow him? “He left his Father’s throne above, so free and infinite his grace.” Jesus followed his thread straight to the cross and took on your sin, your guilt, your punishment, your death – all that you deserved, so that you could follow him into new creation. You can follow this Leader, because he is such a good and trustworthy Leader. You can follow this King, because he isn’t a domineering king, but a king who serves his subjects, who gives his life as a ransom for many (Mark 10:45). Follow Jesus, my friend.
 

Let’s pray. 




















































� “On this particular point Jesus was a very different leader from the rabbis and scribes of Judaism. There are no rabbinical stories analogous to the calling of the disciples, for rabbis did not consummate the teacher-student relationship by the summons, ‘Follow me.’ Unlike the decisive call that comes from Jesus, entry into a rabbinical school depended on the initiative of the aspiring student, not the call of a rabbi.” James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark (PNTC) (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002) 49.
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� I cannot claim originality for this insight. Tim Keller, who I am finding to be a regular teacher through his sermons, made this observation in his sermon “Called to Be Disciples.” You can purchase and download the sermon from Redeemer Presbyterian Church at � HYPERLINK "http://www.redeemer2.com/" ��http://www.redeemer2.com/�.
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� Tim Keller told this story in the same sermon mentioned in note 6. You can read an electronic copy of The Princess and the Goblin on-line at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.worldwideschool.org/library/books/youth/classic/ThePrincessandtheGoblin/toc.html" ��http://www.worldwideschool.org/library/books/youth/classic/ThePrincessandtheGoblin/toc.html� 


� This entire story is told well by John Piper in a lecture entitled, “How Few There Are Who Die So Hard! Suffering and Success in the Life of Adoniram Judson: The Cost of Bringing Christ to Burma.” You can read the transcript or listen to the lecture online at � HYPERLINK "http://www.desiringgod.org/ResourceLibrary/Biographies/1528_How_Few_There_Are_Who_Die_So_Hard/#19" ��http://www.desiringgod.org/ResourceLibrary/Biographies/1528_How_Few_There_Are_Who_Die_So_Hard/#19�. See also the excellent biography by Courtney Anderson, To the Golden Shore: The Life of Adoniram Judson (Boston, MA.: Little, Brown, and Company, 1956). 
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