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In 1858 John G. Paton left Glasgow, Scotland, to go as a missionary to the New 
Hebrides islands in the South Pacific.  At that time there was much opposition to those 
who went out to such heathen places to preach the gospel. One elderly man cautioned 
the young Paton before he left home that this was a rash venture as he said, “You will be 
eaten by cannibals.” 
 John Paton respectfully but firmly replied, “Mr. Dickson, You are advanced in 
years now, and your own prospect is soon to be laid in the grave, there to be eaten by 
worms; I confess to you, that if I can but live and die serving and honouring the Lord 
Jesus, it will make no difference to me whether I am eaten by cannibals or by worms; and 
in the Great Day my resurrection body will arise as fair as yours in the likeness of our 
risen Redeemer.” Paton had heard the call of the Master. He went obediently by faith 
leaving the unknown future in God’s hand.  
 
OUTLINE 

The saving of people from hell is one of the greatest objectives of the Church. It 
concerned God so much that He gave His only begotten Son to achieve it. As we read 
the NT, we must note how burdened the early church were also about this.  
 The Lord Jesus Christ not only preached the Gospel, but taught others to do so 
also. In this passage, while in Galilee He sees four fishermen and then carefully called 
each one to be “fishers of men.” In this incident we observe the: 
 
(1) SOURCE OF THE CALL  
(2) SUBSTANCE OF THE CALL 
(3) SUBMISSION TO THE CALL 
 

(1) SOURCE OF THE CALL 
 
This call “Come ye after me, and I will make you to become fishers of men” (v17) is not the first 
call for these disciples. They were initially called to salvation in John 1, when they first 
met Christ. Every true believer has this effectual call. However, there are other calls in 
our Christian life. There is a general call for every believer to serve the Lord using the 
spiritual gifts given to him or her. All are called use these gifts to engage in the ministry 
of prayer, studying God’s Word, worship, giving, and evangelism. Christ set this order 
out to His disciples, “Ye have not chosen me, but I have chosen you, and ordained you, that ye should 
go and bring forth fruit, and that your fruit should remain” (John 15:16). 

As we obey these general calls, then at times in our life the Lord will call us 
specifically in different areas. Sometimes it is a personal call to a newer level of 
commitment. Sometimes, God comes along and calls us to a particular role in service. 
That may be as a spouse, then a parent or it may be as an usher, Sunday School teacher, 
deacon or an elder etc. God may even call some to be fulltime pastors or missionaries.  

This call in Mark 1 to these fishermen is not a call to salvation but one to a 
greater level of commitment and service for the Lord. This world prepares them for 
leadership in the early church. It is not a final call to full-time ministry, as that seems to 
come later when they leave their fishing occupations behind permanently. Note some 
things about this calling: 

(1) DIVINE CALL - God is the One doing the choosing. These men were busy in their 
appointed work when Jesus Christ came by and called them. They had no idea that they 
were to be eventually apostles in the NT church. Just as there are no self-appointed 
Christians, there are no self-appointed leaders in the NT church. It is all a Sovereign 
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work of God. A self-called man and a God-called man are two different persons. The 
former regards himself, as fully competent and declares himself called. The latter has like 
the apostle a sense on unworthiness, “who is sufficient for these things?” (2 Cor. 2:16) but 
obeys the call of the Lord.  

(2) SOVEREIGN CALL – There were hundreds of fishermen working all around the 
shores of the Sea of Galilee, but only these ones were chosen. We probably would not 
have imagined that these men would be the best material to establish the NT church 
through. Human wisdom would conclude that ignorant and unlearned fishermen would 
not be the best recruits to base the NT church on. Surely, the rabbinical schools who 
were so well acquainted with the Hebrew Scriptures, would be a better choice.  

Some think that like this today and argue that we need educated and cultured 
men to reach the better classes. But Jesus Christ sees not as man sees. Paul teaches us 
that God’s order is not the order of this world, “But God hath chosen the foolish things of the 
world to confound the wise; and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things 
which are mighty” (1 Cor. 1:27). 

After 3 years living and teaching with these men, they were argumentative, 
divisive, and constantly misunderstood the teachings of Christ. When the crisis came of 
the Cross they all ran away. One of those who Christ especially poured so much teaching 
into, denied Him three times by oaths and curses. We would rashly conclude that Jesus 
Christ made a mistake in His selection here. But Christ could see with an omniscient eye 
the potential in these raw recruits. That is one of the reasons why we must leave the 
choice to Him to call the leaders of His church. Only God is truly wise.  

 
What was there  in us that could meri t  es teem   

Or g ive  the Creator de l ight?   
'Twas 'Even so ,  Father , '  we must ever  s ing ,  

'Because i t  seemed good in thy s ight . '  
 
Samuel was an experienced and spiritually mature man who was a far greater 

spiritual giant than any of us here. Yet in 1 Samuel 16, when he dared to reason as to 
what would be a good leader for Israel from Jesse’s family, he made a great error of 
judgment. The Lord rebuked him for his presumption, 

 
But the LORD said unto Samuel, Look not on his countenance, or on the height 
of his stature; because I have refused him: for the LORD seeth not as man seeth; 
for man looketh on the outward appearance, but the LORD looketh on the 
heart. (1 Samuel 16:7) 

 
HUMAN INVOLVEMENT – Some may question, if God calls church leaders then 
why does the congregation elect them? Our Constitution has such an electoral process. 
The regulation is not there simply because the Singapore Legal System requires it.  

In Titus 1:5 the apostle Paul tells Titus to ordain elders but it doesn’t tell him 
explicitly how . The only example of the actual process of election of church leaders is 
given in Acts 1 and Acts 6 were the whole church elect Matthias and the seven deacons 
respectively. Indeed, the word “appointed” in Acts 6:3 is the same Greek word as is used 
in Titus 1:5 as “ordain.” In Acts 14:23 we read that Paul and Barnabas, “ordained them elders 
in every church.” The word “ordained” here means “to choose by the raising of hands,” 
which also indicates an electoral process. Probably, Paul and Barnabas followed the Acts 
6 model and presided as moderators in the assembly when the choice was made and they 
then approved and ordained the candidates. So, we see in the early church two forces at 
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work in the election of church officers – the church leaders and the congregation 
approving those who are elected to leadership positions.  

That said, we must understand that the church election process does not call a 
man to any office. That is God’s sovereign role. So what happens in the election of 
Church leaders is that the church recognises the call of God on a man’s life to a church 
office. Effectively, it is the voice and work of the Holy Spirit speaking through the 
membership. That is why elections are important and are a sacred and solemn duty. It is 
also why you need a spiritual membership whose hearts are in tune with the voice of the 
Holy Spirit.  

 
(2) SUBSTANCE OF THE CALL 

 
There is a two-fold part substance to this call, “Come ye after me, and I will make you to become 
fishers of men” (v17). They are first called to follow Christ and, as they do so, they are 
promised that He will make them to be “fishers of men.” For whom God calls, will always 
be equipped for that calling. Therefore, the mission is not dependent on them, but the 
transforming and sustaining power for the Lord.   

Incidentally, that is one of the ways you can detect that someone has been truly 
called of God. The gifts and fruits of those gifts should be apparent. Fishermen are not 
called fishermen until they actually catch fish. John Wesley used to ask any probationary 
preacher two questions: “Did anyone get saved?” and “Did anyone get mad?” If the 
answer was in the negative, he declared that he did not believe that they were not truly 
called. This was because when the Holy Spirit is speaking through a called man the 
hearers are convicted of sin and either get glad in conversion or mad in greater rebellion. 

The Lord Jesus uses an interesting and appropriate metaphor here, “fishers of 
men.” We think of a fisherman as a man with a rod but that is far from the image here. 
Fishing with nets in this context is a dangerous and difficult occupation. It needs 
courage, patience, hard work, flexibility, endurance, perseverance, and skill.  

How did Christ make them “fishers of men”? By letting them observe how He as 
the greatest evangelist reached souls with the gospel. For 3 years these men observed His 
prayer life, holiness of character, and heart of compassion for the lost. They would 
witness how He worked tirelessly to reach souls; even going without bodily necessities to 
reach just one soul. 

The disciples would have learned from how Christ handled individuals such as 
the rich young ruler, Nicodemus, Zacchaeus, and the Samaritan woman at the well. They 
would also see how He preached to the multitudes. For the most part, Jesus trained His 
disciples to catch men by His example. He didn’t give them 45 lectures of theory. He just 
did it and they watched and they learned. After the 3 years of observing Him, they finally 
graduated. The Saviour then left them with the promise of the Holy Spirit to get on with 
the job in Acts 1.  

Not only would they learn from Christ’s example, but being around Him would 
have a sanctifying work of grace in their lives. As they communed with Him they would 
be transformed into His image. J. Ligon Duncan explains the application for us today,  
 

They were called to commune with Christ, because before you can become a 
fisher of men, before you can become a man fisher, before you become a person 
who draws people to Christ, you must be with Christ. You must learn Christ. 
You must fellowship with Christ. And so He calls them to communion with 
Himself. One must be prepared by fellowship with Christ to be a man fisher. 
One must learn Christ. One must be diligent, and constantly attendant upon 
Christ. One must become an emulator of Christ in His faithfulness and 
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tenderness and diligence. It has been well said that discipleship is more than 
getting to know what the teacher knows. Discipleship is getting to be what the 
teacher is, and before Christ equips and sends out His disciples to be man fishers, 
He equips them first with the image of Himself. By their fellowship with Him, by 
their union with Him, by their attendance to His word, by their reliance on His 
grace, He causes them to be like Him. Sanctification is the first training ground 
for evangelism. We are not ready to do the work of evangelism until we have 
begun to make progress in sanctification, because holiness of life is the first 
witness of the truth and power of the grace of the gospel. 
 
There is no greater joy for a believer than to bring other perishing souls to Jesus 

Christ. The Psalmist promises, “He that goeth forth and weepeth, bearing precious seed, shall 
doubtless come again with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him” (Psa. 126:6). DL Moody once 
told that he visited a Chicago art gallery where he saw a painting entitled “Rock of Ages.” 
This painting was of a person grasping a cross that was implanted into a rock in the 
midst of a stormy sea. Moody observed, “I thought it was the most beautiful picture that 
I had ever seen.” Many years later DL Moody recounted, “I saw a similar picture. This 
one showed a person in a storm holding a cross but with one hand while he was reaching 
to a drowning man with the other.” But now, Moody observed, “That was lovelier yet.” 

 
(3) SUBMISSION TO THE CALL 

 
Once the Master called His disciples, there was a choice to be made. We are told of Peter 
and Andrew, “And straightway they forsook their nets, and followed Him” (v18). The same 
pattern is seen in James and John, “And straightway he called them: and they left their father 
Zebedee in the ship with the hired servants, and went after Him” (v20). The instance obedience of 
these men is praiseworthy. There was no hesitation or attempt to negotiate with the 
Master. Remember these men were no weaklings. Strong rugged fishermen like Peter 
would not be easily swayed by sentiment or pushed around. One of the marks of a king’s 
power and authority is that his subjects follow and serve him. The obedience of these 
fishermen wonderfully demonstrates the power and authority of the Lord Jesus Christ.    

We must observe the personal cost of this obedience. These men were following 
a tradition of their fathers in working at these boats. In one sense, you could say that 
they were born to this destiny. They were trained for this future all of their lives. In fact 
it was probably all they had ever been trained for. It was all they knew. We know Peter 
had a wife and mother in law to take care of. So this would be a great step of faith to 
leave this behind.  

Historians tell us that fishing was a lucrative trade in Galilee at this time. It is said 
that were at least 16 harbours on that little lake. Fish was the staple diet of the Middle 
East. The fact that Zebedee had “hired servants” suggests this was a successful business. 
But these men knew that this call that day was to a greater treasure than simply following 
a tradition. They knew that the things of this world would ultimately pass away. They 
knew to be fishers of men was infinitely greater in terms of eternity than fishers of squid, 
crab or haddock! They now have a new focus. They are no longer catching fish but 
catching men! They are no longer mending nets, but mending broken lives! 

There were great results that flowed from this decision to obey the Lord’s call. 
What “fishers of men” these fishermen eventually became. Thousands were saved and 
discipled by them. Their writings and example are still bearing fruit! We know these 
humble fishermen went all over the Roman Empire. Tradition indicates that Andrew 
went to Russia, John to Ephesus, and Peter may have made it to Rome! It proves that 
God is looking for those who are available and He can use them to do great things. 
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When a man obediently begins to follow Jesus, there is no telling where it will take him.  
Henry Martyn was a Cambridge graduate who went to India as a missionary in 

1806. Many Englishmen of his generation came to India to make a fortune or find fame 
in the eyes of this world. But Martyn’s focus was on God’s glory. As this devoted man, 
touched down for the first time on the shores of India he cried, “here let me burn out 
for God.” The founder of the Salvation Army, General William Booth was once asked 
how God could use a simple pawnbroker like him to reach so many people. He replied, 
“I determined from the moment of conversion that God would have everything of 
William Booth.” 

 
CONCLUSION 

A church is healthy only when it is filled with people who serve. We are looking for 
servants, but not superstars; contributors, but not just consumers.  
 
(1) God is never short of workmen. Yes, the labourers may at time be few but there are 
always some. The Head of the Church promised to build His Church so we don’t have to 
lie restless at night worrying about it. Has the Word of God lost its authority? Has the 
Holy Spirit lost His power? Has God’s promises changed? No! He will continue calling 
men and making them fishers of other men.  
 
(2) God has called you to serve Him. The Scripture reveal that He has called every 
Christian to serve Him in the ministry of prayer, studying God’s Word, worship, giving, 
and evangelism. Are you obeying? This is not a calling for a handful or a select few here 
but for every believer. Christ is still calling men and women on the same terms today: to 
forsake all and to follow Him! If we claim to be His followers, but we don’t have a heart 
for reaching the lost, we are not in line with His purpose. Is the thing that captivates your 
life your business or the Lord’s business? Are you focused on catching fish or on 
catching men?  
 
(3) I rejoice in the labours of many of our people. I thank God for your efforts to reach 
others. But I think we could all do more. We cannot do everything but we can do 
something! That day at the Sea of Galilee when they heard the Master’s call was a 
watershed moment for these humble fishermen. Today, as you hear His voice calling you 
to a closer walk with God, this could be a turning point in your life. Someone has well 
said: “What every man needs is something in which he can invest his life.” At the end of 
your life, you will not measure success by whether your possessions or by how high you 
have climbed on the corporate ladder. The world has had enough of your life. Fully live 
for Christ the rest of your days.  Who knows what God could do with your life. Look at 
what He did with these simple fishermen who yielded to Him in obedience. Those 
fishermen who stayed to fish at Galilee – where are they today? 
 
Now, you may argue that you are ineffective as His witness, but are you following Him 
the way He demands? Are you faithful in studying His Word? Are you faithful at the 
place of prayer? Those things will provide the power and motivation to be an effective 
fisher of men! They will give you the heart of the Master. You follow Him fully and He 
will always be faithful to make you a fisher of men. You cannot reverse the order. 

Robert Murray McCheyne was one of the most impactful preachers in church 
history. After his premature death, a visitor came to look around his church. He asked 
the caretaker there to tell him what was the secret of McCheyne’s power. The old 
caretaker brought him to the preacher’s study and asked the man to sit in McCheyne’s 
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chair. On the table before him was an open Bible.  He then told the visitor, “Now, bury 
your face in that book and weep. That’s what our minister did before he preached.” He 
then took him to the pulpit and once the visitor stood there he told him, “Bury your face 
in your hands and weep.” That spirit of prayer produced the brokenness and tenderness 
in McCheyne’s life for sinners.  

Jesus said, “Come ye after me, and I will make you to become fishers of men” Our part is to 
follow him and His part is to make us fishers of men. Christ is able to make you fishers 
of men. Follow Him! Commune with Him! Make the cry of your heart “More love for 
Thee! More love for Thee!” There is no greater pleasure than to be a fisher of men!  The 
approval of heaven will welcome us home, and that’s the only thing that really matters. 

Hardly a week passes that we don’t have an open door to say a good word for 
Christ. The challenge for us is to take seriously the opportunities the Lord places all 
around us. Christ is able to make you a fisher of men. Follow Him in obedience and then 
go ahead and put your hook in the water and go fishing with Christ this week. Lets work 
for the Master now before the night cometh when no man can work! 

 
Work, for  the night  i s  coming,   

Work through the morning hours ;   
Work whi le  the dew is  sparkling,   

Work ’mid springing f lowers ;   
Work when the day grows br ighter ,   

Work in the g lowing sun;  
Work, for  the night  i s  coming,   

When man’s work is  done. 

	  

 


