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Opening: Δεῦτε ὀπίσω μου
[Pronounce: DYOO-teh oh-PEE-soh moo]
A while back I was on a walk with my amazing girls. One of them insisted on pushing the baby stroller. The problem? She was so short she couldn’t see over the top of it. But she was adamant. She would be the one driving.
Over and over she drifted off one side of the sidewalk. We’d get her centered, and she’d drift off the other side. She ran into bushes. She bumped a decorative rock. At one point she nearly steered into the road.
Finally, I walked out in front of her and said, “Δεῦτε ὀπίσω μου.” Come, follow me. (Yes, I actually said it in Greek. I thought I was funny. They didn’t.) I stood tall enough that she could look up over the stroller and fix her eyes on me. And she walked straight.
When Jesus says, “Come, follow me,” it’s a proximity call. Quite literally: eyes on me, and stay close.
With that in mind, let’s go to the text.
To the Text
While walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon (who is called Peter) and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea, for they were fishermen. And he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.” Immediately they left their nets and followed him. And going on from there he saw two other brothers, James the son of Zebedee and John his brother, in the boat with Zebedee their father, mending their nets, and he called them. Immediately they left the boat and their father and followed him. (Matthew 4:18–22)[footnoteRef:1] [1: Scripture quotations are from the ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), © 2001 by Crossway.] 


The Story Behind the Story
The lake and its trade
The “Sea” of Galilee is really a freshwater lake, about thirteen miles long and eight wide. Josephus, writing a generation later, gushed over its sweet water and its unique fish.[footnoteRef:2] In one harbor alone he counts more than two hundred boats. Fishing here was participating in a large Roman enterprise.[footnoteRef:3] [2: Flavius Josephus, The Jewish War 3.506–521, in The Works of Josephus, trans. William Whiston, new updated ed. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1987).]  [3: Josephus, Jewish War 2.635.] 

This was not a sleepy pond. It was the industrial heart of the region, lined with towns like Capernaum, Bethsaida, and Magdala, whose Greek name, Tarichaeae, means something like “fish-salting place.”
In 1986, during a drought, two brothers from a nearby kibbutz spotted the outline of an ancient hull in the exposed mud near Ginosar. The “Galilee Boat” is about 27 feet long and dates to roughly the time of Jesus.[footnoteRef:4] It gives us a picture of the kind of boat Zebedee may have owned: big enough for a crew, patched and repaired many times over, and clearly a serious investment.  [4: Shelley Wachsmann, The Sea of Galilee Boat: An Extraordinary 2000 Year Old Discovery (New York: Plenum, 1995).] 

When James and John “left the boat,” they were walking away from the family business.
Περιπατῶν: “walking”
This is a present participle. Jesus is in motion, moving along the shore. He comes to them. Matthew uses the same verb later when Jesus comes walking on the sea toward these same fishermen in the storm (14:25). He keeps walking into their busy distracted world. He still walks into ours.
δεῦτε ὀπίσω μου: “Come! Behind me!”
Δεῦτε is an adverb that works like a command: “Come here!” And here’s what surprised me: there is no verb for “follow” in this phrase at all. It’s spatial and personal. Jesus isn’t first calling them to a program or even a mission. He’s calling them to a place: right behind him.
καὶ ποιήσω ὑμᾶς: “and I will make you”
This pattern is a conditional imperative: a command, then “and,” then a future verb.[footnoteRef:5] If you come, I will make. Two things stand out. First, the future tense. This is a promise, and formation takes time. Second, look at who is doing the work: I will make you. The disciples’ part is to come behind. Jesus takes responsibility for what they become. That is profoundly freeing, and it’s good Wesleyan theology. Sanctification is God’s work in us, received by trusting obedience, not manufactured by our effort. [5: Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 489–92.] 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer saw this. He said, “The call goes forth, and is at once followed by the response of obedience.”[footnoteRef:6] Faith and obedience go together: “only he who believes is obedient, and only he who is obedient believes.”[footnoteRef:7] Faith that never moves its feet is not yet the faith of the shoreline. [6: Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship, trans. R. H. Fuller, rev. ed. (New York: Touchstone, 1995), 57. Confirm page against your edition.]  [7: Bonhoeffer, Cost of Discipleship, 69.] 

Notice when Jesus calls them. Not on a day off. Not in a quiet moment. Jesus walks right into the middle of their workday. In effect, he is asking. “Will you hear me and obey, even in the middle of a busy, important day?” 
And watch what happens to that word in Peter’s story. Here, Peter immediately follows. Later, when he sinks in the waves, “Jesus immediately reached out his hand and took hold of him” (14:31). Our quick obedience is met by an even quicker Savior.
Elijah, Matthew and the Zebedee Fishing Corporation give us historical clarity.  
There are three parts of this story the modern reader can easily miss.
The first is Elijah. Matthew's first readers knew the calling of Elisha by heart. Elijah found him in the middle of his work, plowing a field with twelve yoke of oxen, and threw his cloak over him (1 Kgs 19:19). Elisha asked for one thing first: "Let me kiss my father and my mother, and then I will follow you" (1 Kgs 19:20).[footnoteRef:8] [8:  W. D. Davies and Dale C. Allison Jr., A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel According to Saint Matthew, vol. 1, International Critical Commentary (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1988), on Matt 4:18–22.] 

The second is James and John's family business. They were likely well off and supported the ministry. Church legend says the Zebedee fishing corporation was the supplier of fish for Caiaphas. They had hired servants, (Mark 1:20) and were known by the high priest (John 18:15). At the cross, Matthew names "the mother of the sons of Zebedee" among the women "who had followed Jesus from Galilee, ministering to him" (27:55–56). Luke tells us women like these supported Jesus "out of their means" (Luke 8:3). [footnoteRef:9] [9:  R. T. France, The Gospel of Matthew, New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), on Matt 27:55–56. Mark 15:40 names a Salome among these women, and many interpreters identify her as the mother of James and John by comparing the two lists. That identification is likely but not certain.] 

Jesus didn't just get the Zebedee boys. In time, he got “Zebedee Fishing Corporation” too. What looked like leaving on the shoreline became a whole household and business following Jesus.
The third is Matthew himself. The man who wrote this story down was a tax collector in Capernaum. Fishing on that lake was a taxed, regulated business, so it's quite possible Matthew once made his living off these very fishermen.[footnoteRef:10] And just a few chapters later, Jesus walks up to Matthew's booth in the middle of his workday and says the same thing: "Follow me." And he rose and followed him (9:9). Matthew isn't writing as a bystander. He knows exactly what it feels like to hear that voice at work. [10:  K. C. Hanson, "The Galilean Fishing Economy and the Jesus Tradition," Biblical Theology Bulletin 27, no. 3 (1997): 99–111. That Matthew collected from these particular fishermen is a reasonable inference, not something the text states.] 

Final Thoughts

Back to that walk. Our little girl was pushing a stroller that towered above her. She couldn’t see over it, so she drifted off the path again and again: into a rock, into a bush, working so hard to be productive on her own. Then I stepped out in front of her and said, “Δεῦτε ὀπίσω μου.” I was tall enough for her to see. When she took her eyes off all the complexity around her and put them on me, she could finally walk straight.
There is Jesus, walking alongside a busy fishing enterprise. The world was changing fast, faster than these professional fishermen, the economic machines, or even the Roman government knew. Within forty years, Roman soldiers would fight a battle on this very lake. The water would run red, and the shoreline would be full of wrecked boats. The industry these men built their lives on would be swept away.
But Jesus wasn't building on boats. He was building on people. And the way he chose to raise up leaders who would outlast all of it was simply to say, Δεῦτε ὀπίσω μου. Eyes on me. Stay close.
It's the same today. The world is changing fast. The only way we make it through is by listening for Jesus' call, no matter how busy we are. Δεῦτε ὀπίσω μου. Eyes on me. Stay close.
So where are you today?
1. We all need to learn to listen to the prompts of the Holy Spirit, even in the middle of a busy day.
1. Some of us need to play the role of Elijah, Matthew, or the mother of James and John: calling others forward, telling the story, providing for and cheering on those who are answering God's call.
1. And there may be some here who need to leave their nets and say yes to a call into ministry.
Whatever is in your hands this morning, the invitation is the same. Δεῦτε ὀπίσω μου. Eyes on me. Stay close.
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