
Disciples 

When you’re starting a movement that will change the world, you need to be very 
careful in selecting those who will be your “inner circle”.  These people need to be the 
absolute cream of the crop, the best and brightest, those most capable of making the 
difference in the way people respond to your message.  

There has been no one more aware of that than Jesus, so we need to watch closely as 
to how He went about choosing those who would carry His message forward in the 
years following His departure.  Today we’ll look at three passages from Mark’s Gospel 
that talk about Jesus’ calling His first disciples and try to learn a few things from 
watching Him at work.  

We ended last week with Mark 1, verse 11, with angels taking care of Jesus in the 
wilderness, and now we pick up with verses 14 and 15:
! Later on, after John was arrested by Herod  Antipas, Jesus went to Galilee to 
! preach God’s good news.  “At last the time has come,” He announced.  “The 
! Kingdom of God is near!  Turn from your sins and believe this Good News!”

Jesus waited until John’s season of ministry had ended.  He waited until John had 
fulfilled his role as forerunner to the Messiah, and then, with John in Herod’s prison, 
Jesus began His public ministry.  “The time has come; the Kingdom of God is near; 
repent, or turn around, and believe this good news!”  This was similar to John’s 
message in that it called for people to make a change, but instead of announcing that 
someone was coming, Jesus announced that God’s rule, God’s Kingdom, had come 
near.  The fulfillment of God’s promises, the answer to the expectation of many 
generations of God’s people, was about to become reality.  And Jesus’ call was simply a 
call to believe it, to trust that what He was announcing was, in fact, the truth - the 
Kingdom is near!

Of course, His mostly Jewish audience would know what the Kingdom of God was all 
about - it was God’s promised work of salvation for His people.  It was all tied up with 
the promises of Messiah and the restoration of David’s Kingdom that the prophets of 
ancient days had spoken about.  And Jesus is asking them to believe that now is the 
time, that those prophecies are being fulfilled.  

! One day, as Jesus was walking along the shores of the Sea of Galilee, He saw 
! Simon and his brother Andrew, fishing with a net, for they were commercial 
! fishermen.  Jesus called out to them, “Come, be My disciples, and I will show you 
! how to fish for people!”  And they left their nets at once and went with Him.  
! A little farther up the shore Jesus saw Zebedee’s sons, James and John, in a 
! boat mending their nets.  He called them, too, and immediately they left their 
! father, Zebedee, in the boat with the hired men and went with Him.  (Mark 
! ! 1:16-20)



What strikes you when you hear these stories?  One of the first things that jumps to my 
mind is that Jesus called people who were at work.  Simon and Andrew were fishing 
and James and John were cleaning their nets.  And Jesus didn’t say, “Would you guys 
be able to drop by sometime after work?”  For one thing, there was no “by” to drop by 
to.  But the other thing is that there is nothing more important than the work of God’s 
kingdom.  Jesus is making it very clear that He is calling these men from one life and 
into another life.  “Come, now, become disciples of mine and I’ll teach you something 
new - fishing for people!”  The second thing that I find striking is that all four of these 
men left what they were doing and began to follow Jesus.  Simon and Andrew “left their 
nets at once and went with Him”.  James and John “immediately left their father, 
Zebedee, in the boat with the hired men and went with Jesus.”  

How do you make a life-changing decision, a career-altering move like that, in an 
instant?  How does a person leave everything they are familiar with, and everything 
upon which their livelihood depends, and launch out with a relative stranger who has no 
visible means of support?  How was Simon going to explain this to his wife when he got 
home?  How would she handle knowing that her bread-winning husband was going to 
give up his livelihood in order to follow a preacher?  Can you imagine the conversation 
that took place at Simon’s house and how much his mother-in-law had to say about the 
topic?  “You get back out there and catch some fish - the Romans will be around for 
their tax money in a few days and we don’t have two denarii to rub together.”  

You would have to believe that Jesus had been around for a few days by this point.  You 
would suspect that He had been teaching people about the nature of God’s Kingdom 
coming and the new things that would soon be taking place among them.  It’s hard to 
believe that hard-working, responsible men like Simon, Andrew, James and John would 
just hear a man call them and tell them to come and be his disciples and say, “I like the 
sound of His voice - let’s leave our lifestyle and our families and follow him around the 
country.”  

And what about the other end of the equation?  What did Jesus know about these men 
and what made Him call them out of their lives as fishermen and into a new life of 
discipleship?  Maybe He just heard the Spirit say, “These ones” and made the call.  Or 
maybe, in whatever time He had spent in the region of the Galilee, He had sensed a 
growing bond with these men, and on this day it was confirmed that they should be with 
Him.  We can’t give an absolute answer to these questions, of course, but there seems 
to be something that Jesus knew and something these men knew before this time.  And 
when the invitation was made, these four guys knew that the time had come to act, to 
make the change that their hearts were telling them to make.  

The second passage where Jesus calls someone to follow Him is in the second chapter 
of Mark, v. 13:
! Then Jesus went out to the lakeshore again and taught the crowds that gathered 
! around Him.  As He walked along, He saw Levi son of Alphaeus sitting at his 
! tax-collection booth.  “Come, be My disciple,” Jesus said to him.  So Levi got up 
! and followed Him.



! That night Levi invited Jesus and His disciples to be his dinner guests, along with 
! his fellow tax collectors and many other notorious sinners.  (There were many 
! people of this kind among the crowds that followed Jesus.)  But when some of 
! the teachers of religious law who were Pharisees saw Him eating with people like 
! that, they said to His disciples, “Why does He eat with such scum?”  When Jesus 
! heard this, He told them, “Healthy people don’t need a doctor - sick people do.  I 
! have come to call sinners, not those who think they are already good 
! enough.”  (2:13-17)

Tax collection booths were often found along roadways that were commonly used to 
travel through Galilee and Judea.  As people walked the highways, they would 
encounter these “toll booths”, in much the same way that we used to encounter toll 
booths when we drove the Coquihalla.  The collector at the booth took the toll and then 
you carried on with your journey.  The names in this section are interesting.  Levi most 
likely means “joined” or “attached” and here Jesus comes along and asks Levi to join 
with Him, to attach himself to Jesus as His disciple.  The name Alphaeus means 
“changing” and that is also what Jesus is asking of Levi, to change from being a tax 
collector to being a follower of Jesus.

The other thing that changes is this man’s name.  Here he is called by his given name, 
Levi.  Elsewhere he is called Matthew, which means “gift of the LORD”.  Just as Jesus 
would change Simon’s name to Peter, which means “rock”, he would soon be calling 
Levi “Matthew”, God’s gift.  God is a name-changer; He changes people’s identity and 
then changes their names to fit the new person they are becoming.  

Now, how did Levi, or Matthew, respond to Jesus’ invitation?  He got up from his toll 
booth and began to follow Jesus.  Just as the four fishermen had abandoned their 
careers in order to become disciples, so did this tax collector.  And the next thing he did 
was to throw a big dinner party for Jesus and for his old friends, called here “fellow tax 
collectors and many other notorious sinners”.  And then we read this phrase, which the 
translators put in brackets: “There were many people of this kind among the crowds that 
followed Jesus.”  

What’s your first reaction when you hear that a crowd of notorious sinners is going to 
have dinner together?  If you’re like me, you wouldn’t expect to be invited and would 
wonder why they would think of inviting someone who follows Jesus to that kind of 
gathering.  What kind of conversation would they be hoping to engage in with 
Christians?  Does it surprise you that tax collectors and many other notorious sinners 
were regularly among the crowds that followed Jesus in His journeys throughout 
Galilee?  I find it surprising.  Why would people who have chosen to live outside of 
God’s law, outside of the requirements of righteousness and faithfulness - why would 
they choose to follow a man who is announcing that God is about to begin His rule in 
their midst?  What draws people who seem in every way opposed to the rule of God to 
want to be with a person who is totally submitted to the rule of God in His own life?  
These are important questions because they might just help us to understand how to 
reach people who are out on the margins of society, who are offended by the church 



and antagonistic toward Christians.  If we could understand why people who rebelled 
against the laws of Moses were so drawn by the presence of Jesus, we might find a 
way to engage them in life-transforming conversations.  

Whatever the reason for it, Levi stood up, left his toll booth, and began to follow Jesus.  
He hosted a large dinner and invited a lot of the people who were already in the crowds 
that were observing Jesus on His travels; notably other tax collectors and sinners.  And 
these people came and shared the meal with the rabbi from Nazareth.  We know they 
were there because another group noticed them and commented to Jesus’ disciples 
about it: “Why does He eat with such scum?”  That’s the kind of question you would 
hear from someone who is too religious, who judges people easily and quickly 
eliminates them from the possibilities that God has created them for.  That’s the kind of 
question that jumps quickly to the lips of the teachers of religious law and the Pharisees: 
“Why does He eat with such scum?”  

And Jesus overheard the question and responded to it Himself: “Healthy people don’t 
need a doctor - sick people do.  I have come to call sinners, not those who think they 
are already good enough.”  What’s one of the major issues in trying to share the gospel 
with people in our culture today?  Many of the people we interact with, at work, in our 
neighborhood, as we conduct business in the world - they’re good people, nice people, 
kind and thoughtful people.  Why would they need to become something, join 
something, when they are good people who do very little to harm anybody or anything?  
This was the mindset of the Pharisees and legal scholars.  They didn’t see themselves 
as needing anything, and certainly didn’t see themselves as needing anything that 
Jesus might be offering - this man who hung out with scum.  So Jesus labels them as 
those who think they are already good enough, the “better than average” crowd, the 
ones who don’t need forgiveness because they haven’t done anything really bad in their 
lives - at least in their own estimation.  The rest of the crowd knew very well that they 
had done things that were wrong, and this gives us an important clue into the question 
we were asking just a couple of minutes ago.  The people on the margins, the people 
who have lived in rebellion against God for a good portion of their lives, know that they 
are in need of forgiveness, while the people who have managed to impress the religious 
folk are simply not aware of their need.  The sick ones know they are sick; the relatively 
healthy ones don’t know that they need a doctor.  So Jesus says that He has come to 
call sinners, those people who are self-aware enough to know that they need help.

One more story about Jesus calling His disciples:
! Afterward Jesus went up on a mountain and called the ones He wanted to go 
! with Him.  And they came to Him.  Then He selected twelve of them to be His 
! regular companions, calling them apostles.  He sent them out to preach, and He 
! gave them authority to cast out demons.  These are the names of the twelve He 
! chose: Simon (He renamed him Peter), James and John (the sons of Zebedee, 
! but Jesus nicknamed them “Sons of Thunder”), Andrew, Philip, Bartholemew, 
! Matthew, Thomas, James (son of Alphaeus), Thaddaeus, Simon (the Zealot) and 
! Judas Iscariot (who later betrayed Him) (3:13-19)



In those days, if you wanted to follow a teacher, a rabbi, you went to him and asked if 
you could be his disciple.  Jesus operated differently.  He chose the ones He wanted to 
be with Him throughout His ministry and to do the works that He would give them to do - 
including the mission Mark mentions already here in chapter 3; to preach and deliver 
people from evil spirits.  The names are mostly familiar to us - it’s interesting to note that 
Levi has become Matthew already at this point and that both he and the second James 
are sons of Alphaeus, although we never read of them being referred to as brothers.  It’s 
also interesting to me that Jesus chose one who just didn’t fit with the rest, one who was 
probably more educated, one with a different accent because he wasn’t from Galilee, 
one with doubts about Jesus that he could never shake - Judas Iscariot.  Jesus wanted 
him to go with Him as He ministered throughout the region.

It’s fun to imagine how these 12 would have gotten along.  You have a former tax 
collector, someone who collaborated with the Romans in order to rip people off to 
supply the needs of the armies that occupied Galilee and Judea, and you have a Zealot, 
part of a group who would conduct assassinations of Roman officials or soldiers if the 
opportunity presented itself.  How did Matthew and Simon the Zealot get along, I 
wonder?  You have blustery Peter and cynical Thomas, eager Andrew and blunt 
Nathaniel and doubtful Judas.  If it wasn’t for Jesus’ presence among them, this crew 
could never have worked together for very long.  But Jesus was with them, and 
promised them that He would never leave them or forsake them - a promise that He 
keeps today.  

What are the lessons for this week?  
1. God’s Kingdom is a huge priority.  Jesus didn’t wait until work was over or until all the 

household chores were done before calling people to follow Him.  He called men who 
were on the job and they left it all.  Right then and there they started to follow.  That 
gives us insight into the question we started the message with: why did Jesus choose 
these guys?  One reason was that they were ready to follow Him.  They didn’t want a 
couple of weeks to think it over, or ask for a trial run for a month or two - they left their 
old lives and started a new one, right then and there.  The lesson for us is that Jesus 
is always ready and willing to work with people who are available, who will says, 
“Yes” to His call and begin to learn from Him.

2. The second lesson is that a person’s mindset, especially the way he or she looks at 
themselves, goes a long way in determining how they will respond to Jesus.  The 
person who thinks highly of himself will think he doesn’t need Jesus, while the person 
who struggles with low self-esteem will see that Jesus can make a positive difference 
in her life.  People who look down their noses at others, who call some of them 
“scum”, who are arrogant and superior, are not likely to be ready to follow a servant 
King.  Those who are aware of their shortcomings are less likely to be proud, 
judgmental and superior - and more likely to follow someone as humble and 
approachable as Jesus is.  Just as Jesus lifted up those who came to Him humbly, so 
we can be a lifter, an encourager, of people who are obviously struggling with life.

3. The third lesson from this passage is that Jesus didn’t come to judge people, 
especially on things like their occupation, their friends, or their failures in life.  He 
came to heal them, to save them, to restore them to the Father.  There are lots of 



judges in the world; we’re not called to that occupation.  We’re called to show mercy, 
to lift up the fallen, to give hope to the broken and to help people find God’s salvation.  
The two things work against each other - the judges don’t give people hope.  If Jesus 
had come to condemn people, He wouldn’t have been surrounded by tax collectors 
and other notorious sinners.  I think that followers of Jesus will also refuse to judge 
and will bring hope to fallen and broken people.

4. The last lesson I want to bring out of these passages about Jesus’ choosing disciples 
is that he chose men who were teachable.  They had to learn new values, the values 
of the kingdom of God.  They had to learn how to get along with people who were 
very different from themselves.  They had to learn to lay aside personal grudges and 
to forgive and to work as a team with people who were more different from each other 
than Trump supporters and Clinton supporters.  But these men were willing to learn, 
willing to change, and then go out and give their lives for the sake of the good news 
Jesus had given to them.  That’s a lesson for us - always be a learner, always be 
willing to see things in a new and different way, always be willing to learn from 
someone who does things differently than you do, but with a good and honest heart.  

So, that’s enough for one week, isn’t it.  One, Jesus is ready to work with you the minute 
you offer yourself to Him, and that keeps going throughout life - so make yourself 
available in prayer.  Offer your time, your thoughts, your gifts to His service.  Two, look 
for people who need to be encouraged, lifted up, and find a way to build into their lives 
for Jesus’ sake - and then pray for their response.  Three, don’t judge people, don’t call 
anyone made in God’s image “scum”, but pray and hope and love them as Jesus did.  
And, four, always be ready to learn new things from watching the Spirit at work in other 
believers.  Be a teachable child of a loving Father and He will lead and bless you in 
ways you can’t imagine.


