‘Dusty Disciples’ – Matthew 4: 18-25
“I will follow Him…”

If you were a movie-goer in the 90s, there’s a good chance you’ll know this scene. 
The opening shot is of a city, but the camera zooms in on one particular building; a catholic cathedral.
We’re transported inside, and a piano starts to play, soon to be accompanied by the soft, lilting tones of the choir. The camera slowly takes in the choir, a group of about 20 nuns singing in perfect harmony. We then see the choir conductor – and this might give it away. She is an African American woman, dressed in the habit of a nun but with one significant difference. Whereas the members of the choir have their hair covered with a nun’s head piece, the conductor has her hair out. And when I say out, I mean really out – an uncontrollable frizz bursts forth from her head.

You might be guessing the movie, but just to be sure we’re going to have a look at it now.

Play scene from Sister Act – ‘I will follow him’

And even the pope gives a standing ovation!

It’s a great song, and an ok movie, but the questions I am left with after watching that are, ok, but what does it really mean to follow him? If we say we are following Jesus, what does that look like, other than singing a catchy tune or wearing funny clothes? 
And perhaps more frighteningly, can I believe I’m following Jesus, can I even sing about it, but I’m not actually following him?

This is especially important in our society, which is full of things and people we can follow. For example, according to my horoscope, I’m a Libra and if I’m nursing a petty grudge against someone, I need to get over it. I also need to be careful that I’m not only seeing the negative side of someone or something and learn to see all the wonderful things as well. 
Or alternatively you can choose from the huge number of ‘self help gurus’ out there to follow. Oprah and Dr Phil are always ready to give you the right advice to live your best life. Or else, you can choose to follow politicians, celebrities, sportspeople – the list goes on.
But as Christians we are those who follow Jesus. He is the one who guides us, who is our Lord, our shepherd. And so in the midst of all these competing voices, it’s crucially important that we know what it means to be a follower of Jesus.
The first followers  Matt 4:18-22
Well if we want to do that, this story from Matthew 4 is a great place to start. 
So Jesus is out for a walk along the sea, and sees two brothers out fishing. The brothers, Simon and Andrew, are fishermen by trade – kind of like the small business owners of their day. They were no-one special, but they earned a decent wage that would cover the basics with a bit left over. Their jobs were stable too – they lived in an area with a steady population that meant there was a constant demand for their fish. All in all, they were well set up for a modest but stable life in downtown Capernaum.
Which makes what happens next all the more shocking.

Jesus simply calls out to them, “Follow me and I will make you fishers of men.” 
The language here brings to mind the common practice of following a Rabbi, or a teacher in the 1st century. A disciple of a Rabbi would follow him around and absorb his teaching. He would learn from his way of life and try to copy him. 

But it would be the follower who chose his own Rabbi, not the Rabbi who chose his followers. If you were a particularly keen religious type, if you were the kid who knew all the answers in Sunday school, you might suss out a few prominent rabbis, see which one was the most impressive, which one was doctrinally sound, or which one was passionate about the Torah, and then follow them.
And so for Jesus to call Andrew and Simon to follow him broke all the rules. It’s like Jesus is saying that he is not one option among many, that they can choose if they like. No, with stunning authority Jesus simply calls them to follow him, in effect to devote their lives to him. Follow me, let go of your jobs, your families, and follow me. Take up my mission of fishing for men, of gathering in more people to follow me.
And, we can see in verse 20, they immediately leave their nets and do just that – they follow him.
The story is then basically repeated in verses 21-22 for James and John, who again immediately leave not just their nets but their father Zebedee as well.

It’s so understated, isn’t it? It’s easy to miss the enormity of what’s going on here. For four young men to leave their jobs, any hope of making decent money, the thing they knew how to do, was frankly stupid. That they would leave their family behind, leave their father Zebedee on the boat, was shocking and unthinkable, particularly in their family-centred society. And for them to go on some crack-pot mission to fish for men, following an obscure Rabbi who hadn’t even been to theological college would have sent waves of disbelief and anger through the people that knew them.
What could possibly convince someone to do this!? Well the answer lies in Jesus himself – in the magnetism of his personality, but more than that, in the reality of his person; who he was and what he came to do. 
Someone worthy to follow Matt 4:23-25

Well these are issues that Matthew turns to in the last verses of this chapter, where we see Jesus going out and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, attracting huge crowds while healing all kinds of diseases and driving out demons. 
On one level, this passage on its own tells of an amazing and impressive person – a stirring speaker, who can perform incredible miracles, healing all kinds of sicknesses and exorcising demons. It’s no wonder that great crowds began to follow him.

But although a great speaker with some tricks up his sleeve would have been inspiring, he would not have been able to attract and keep the kind of devotion that Jesus attracted and kept. If these miracles alone were the basis of their following him, it surely wouldn’t account for three of these four original disciples being brutally killed for his sake.
No, as important as they were on their own terms, these actions by Jesus, his preaching the gospel of the Kingdom, and his stunning miracles, are more than just isolated, impressive events. They’re like huge road signs that point towards another, deeper, greater thing that God is doing. And to see this we need to take a short trip through the first chapters of Matthew’s gospel, that we’ve looked at over the last few months.

All through these first four chapters it’s as if Matthew is screaming out, ‘here is someone worthy to follow!” 
From chapter one, “Here is the son of great King David; God’s anointed; the long awaited Messiah, who has come to fulfill all the hopes and prophecies of Israel. Here is Immanuel, God with us in a new and amazing way. Here is Jesus, who will rescue his people from their sin. 
In chapter 2, here is the true King of the Jews, who shows King Herod up for who he really is and who deserves the very best of gifts. 
Here, in chapter 3, is not just a powerless, puppet king, but the King who brings with him the Kingdom of God. ‘God himself is coming!’ John the Baptist cries out. And from Jesus’ own baptism, here is God’s own beloved son, with whom He is well pleased. Jesus is the new, true Israel, come to bring the fulfillment of God’s purposes in the world. 
From Chapter 4, Jesus is one who has power even over the Devil himself, over the great enemy of God. And as we saw last week Jesus is the one who brings God’s kingdom to the nations, who does what Israel was always meant to do – be a light to the whole world.

And so when we get to these last few verses of Chapter four, and find Jesus proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom and healing diseases, we need to keep this background in mind. It’s the gospel of this kingdom that Jesus preaches. Of God’s kingdom come down to earth in a dramatic and new way. And it’s as a powerful expression of Jesus’ power over evil, over the devil himself, that Jesus heals the sick and frees the demon possessed.
It’s a pretty impressive CV, isn’t it? I remember being taught to write my own CV at school. I can’t remember the specifics but I imagine it would have read something like: “stocktaking at Target for one week… busking at the Tamworth Country Music Festival… earned 13 dollars… I mow the lawns at home... give me job please!!”
It pales into utter insignificance compared to Jesus’ credentials! 
Jesus is worthy to follow. Jesus, the anointed son of God, the one who has power over all sin and evil, the man who is God with us. He is worthy to receive not just praise, not just thanks, but full, utter, uncompromising devotion. 

What’s more there is no one else that comes close to him. 

It’s been really interesting to watch the rise of Barack Obama. There seems to have been many positive things to come out of his becoming the US president. But granted all that it seems striking how much of the language that gets used about him puts him in a position that only Jesus holds. It’s as if we’re being told he is the saviour of America, and therefore the saviour of the world. “I believe he is the one!” says Oprah. And we’ve seen just this week how many thousands of people turned out for his inauguration. Thousands of people, turning up to say they are followers of Obama.
But if Obama is a worthy person to follow, and many think he is, how much more so is Jesus? On the one hand, a fine speaker, a very intelligent and charismatic leader. But, let’s face it he’ll be gone in a few short years. 
On the other hand, the true saviour and lord of the whole world. The man in whom every purpose of God for his creation is fulfilled. 
I’m of course picking on President Obama a little, but couldn’t this apply to any other person, any other thing that claims our allegiance? There is nothing and no one who comes even close to Jesus. No religious or political leader, no celebrity, musician, sportsperson. 
And, perhaps surprisingly, not even myself. Not my own ambitions, my own hopes, my own desires for success, wealth, an easy life, the approval of my family or friends. No, not even I come close to Jesus when it comes to who is worthy to follow.
Jesus, he is the one. 
There was a monk in the 15th Century called Thomas a Kempis. He wrote a fairly short but powerful book called ‘The Imitation of Christ’. In this book he writes:
“Happy is he who understands what it is to love Jesus, and for Jesus’ sake to despise himself. He must abandon one love for another, for Jesus wills to be loved alone above all things… Keep yourself near Jesus, in life and in death, and commit yourself to his faithfulness, he who, when all fail, alone avails to save you. The one you love is such by nature that he admits no rival, but wills alone to hold your heart, and like a king to sit on his own throne.”

Jesus alone is worthy to follow. And so the perhaps obvious question we need to ask ourselves is, “am I really following Jesus? Am I a disciple of the Lord?”

Dusty disciples: following Jesus today

Covered in his dust…

In the ancient world, being a disciple was a big thing. There are stories of disciples following their Rabbis around almost to stalking level – they would try to be around him when he was getting a meal ready, doing his chores, even when he was going to the toilet because they were worried he might say a prayer they had never heard before!
The ancient Jews had a beautiful blessing that captures this kind of devotion: “May you always be covered in the dust of your Rabbi”.

May you always be covered in the dust of your Rabbi.

In other words, may you stick so close to him, follow him with such devotion, never let him out of your sight, that you get covered with the dust his sandals kick up behind him when he walks. May it be so clear, so obvious that he is your Rabbi, the one that you learn from and follow and try to be like, that you’re head to toe filthy with his dust. 
What a wonderful vision for us as followers of Jesus. 

Cambridge Seven

There was a group of seven young, impressive Cambridge University students in the 1880s. They were outstanding scholars and sportsmen, and had great prospects for their future. Everyone expected them to make something of themselves. 

That was why it caused such a sensation when these seven up-and-coming leaders announced they were going to serve God with the China Inland Mission. The author Oliver Barclay writes: "That seven such young men should give up their popularity and extremely good prospects at home and to go to such a distant and apparently unimportant work was shattering". 

The 'Cambridge Seven' as they became known, knew what it was to be covered in the dust of their Rabbi. For them, despite all popular opinion, it wasn't at all a foolish thing to throw their whole lives into proclaiming the gospel in China. It wasn't a reckless decision to leave their families and friends, to give up lucrative superannuation plans and social popularity for Christ's sake.  No, they were following Jesus, and following him wherever he would lead, whatever cost that might mean.
Letting go and taking up

It’s easy though, isn’t it, to see the first disciples, to hear of great examples like the Cambridge Seven missionaries and distance ourselves from them. To tell ourselves that our service of Jesus doesn’t have to be quite that radical, that full-on. 

But no, Jesus calls me and you to follow him in a just as radical, just as all-consuming way as those first disciples. Just like them, Jesus wants us to let go, and take up. It will look different, yes. They were called to let go of their jobs, their families; and to take up Jesus mission of evangelism, of fishing for men. But we know from the gospels that he didn’t call all his followers to literally leave their jobs and families. We also know that God gives us different gifts, and that not all are called to be ‘capital E’ Evangelists, to give their lives to fishing for men in God’s kingdom.
But let’s not move on too quickly, be too quick to make ourselves comfortable. As we read earlier from Matthew 16, anyone who would follow Jesus must deny themselves, must lose their lives, before they find them. No, what Jesus wants from us, whatever it might look like, is our very selves. To sit as king on the throne of our hearts. To be our teacher, our rabbi, who calls us to follow him in all things. And so though it might not look like these first disciples, the questions remain, the challenge is still there in all its weight: What do you and I need to let go of; and what do you and I need take up to follow Jesus?
What do I need to let go of – in other words, what area of my life has such a hold on me, that my identity and security is so wound up in it that it actually stops me from following my Lord? Perhaps it’s my dreams for a comfortable life; for the perfect job, or the relationship that will fulfill my desire for love. 

But also, what do I need to take up? What things need doing, here at church, or in my home or work place, to more faithfully serve Jesus? Is there that gap in the roster that needs filling? Is there that conversation at work or with your neighbours about your faith in Jesus that’s waiting to be had? Are there those routines and patterns of life at home that need to change, so that in all areas of our life it’s clear that we’re followers of Jesus, covered in his dust, devoted to him and his wonderful gospel?
It can sound hard, and often following Jesus will be hard work.
The dust of the road to the cross…

That’s because the dust that Jesus kicks up is the dust of the road to the cross. Again from chapter 16, following Jesus means taking up our cross. Here in Matthew’s gospel the cross looms large over the whole story of Jesus’ life, as what he set his face towards, as the key moment in what he had come to do. The cross, where Jesus died. The cross, where Jesus obeyed his heavenly Father at the cost of his own life; where he was killed in my place, so that I might live. 
It was the ultimate ‘giving up’, and if we’re Jesus’ followers, this is where we follow him. When Jesus calls us to follow him, he calls us to die. In a hundred different ways, each day, following Jesus will mean dying to myself, and saying with Jesus, ‘God, not my will, but yours be done.’
…and the empty tomb

But the story doesn’t end there. Three days later God raised Jesus from the dead, once and for all defeating evil, sin and death, and finally proving Jesus to be who he said he was, to be the Lord of all creation, the only one worth following.
And the sure, and certain hope that we have, is that as we follow Jesus to the cross, we will also share in his resurrection. 
And that resurrection hope transforms the present. It helps me to see that the things I’ve given up in this age for Jesus’s sake are not really that great, were not actually good for me, or of any real eternal significance.
It helps me to start to see following Jesus not as a chore, or a burden, not as something to be done grudgingly, or fearfully; but instead following Jesus becomes a joy, becomes the only thing that makes sense. Jesus has been raised from the dead, he is lord, now and forever. And this Lord loves me even enough to die for me, so I trust that his way really is the best way, here and now, as well as in the future.
The constant temptation in following Jesus will be to take our eyes off him. As soon as I do that, one of two things are likely to happen – I’ll either become depressed at my own failure to follow him closely enough, or I’ll become proud in my triumphs, in the sacrifices I have made for him.

But following Jesus means keeping our focus, our gaze firmly fixed on him. As we follow Jesus to both the cross and the empty tomb, it’s a constant reminder that Jesus goes before us, that he has done the work, and that we only follow him because of his grace. 
And if I ever start to get down at my slack progress, at how little of Jesus’ dust seems to be covering me, the message of the cross and empty tomb lifts my eyes from my despair to see Jesus, who chose me and goes before me, who gives me his own Holy Spirit and who is slowly, painfully slowly at times, but surely making me into the person he wants me to be. 
Or if I ever get puffed up with pride because of the sacrifices I have made for Jesus; the message of Jesus death and resurrection humbles me, and lowers my gaze from my own achievements to the humble cross; it tells me that that alone is the place where the work has been done, and that the best I can do is not enough, but that God has done it for me.

It’s all about him, his grace, his victory, his salvation.

So let’s keep our eyes on him. Let’s keep following him day after day, in every moment making decisions, with his help, to let go of and take up the things he wants us to. Let’s pray that we might always be covered with his dust.

