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GOSPEL READING Mark 1:14-20
14 Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news 

of God, 15 and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come 

near; repent, and believe in the good news.”
16 As Jesus passed along the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew 

casting a net into the sea — for they were fishermen. 17 And Jesus said to them, 

“Follow me and I will make you fish for people.” 18 And immediately they left 

their nets and followed him. 19 As he went a little farther, he saw James son of 

Zebedee and his brother John, who were in their boat mending the nets.  
20 Immediately he called them; and they left their father Zebedee in the boat with 

the hired men, and followed him.

This is the Word of the Lord
Thanks be to God 



3rd Sunday After Epiphany, Year B Bethany Presbyterian Church, Sacramento, CA

SERMON
“After John was arrested ...”. 

It’s kind of an odd, and interesting detail to include. In fact, none of the other 

Gospel writers mention John’s arrest at this point in the story, and only Matthew 

gets around to mentioning it at all. So why does Mark feel the need, at this point, 

to draw attention back to John? 

The Baptist has been absent from the scene since Jesus’ baptism. And had we 

read that passage last week, we only would’ve skipped over two verses between 

then and now … but they are a full two verses! 

Immediately after Jesus’ baptism, John disappears, and we read that Jesus is 

driven out into the wilderness where he is temped by Satan. Mark doesn’t tell us, 

but if Matthew is right, this wilderness experience lasts over a month, during 

which time Jesus is said to be “with the wild beasts,” and the angels ministering 

to him. It appears that we have fully shifted our focus from John, who figures 

prominently in the opening verses of the Gospel, to Jesus, who will be the focus 

of the remaining 16 chapters. 

It is not so odd as to really stand out, but is simply unnecessary, most of us 

would think, to bring John back up. He has served his purpose—Jesus is 

baptized; his ministry has been inaugurated. Why return to John now ... and why 

in this way ... “after John was arrested.” 

Sometimes ancient authors will refer to historical figures as marker of time. The 

book of Haggai, for instance, begins with a note that it was on the 21st day of the 

2nd month of the 2nd year of King Darius that Haggai received his word from 
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the Lord. Darius functions simply to inform the reader of when this particular 

word of the Lord was given to the prophet. 

John, though, is no king—he’s actually about as far from it as one can get—and 

so most likely, John wouldn’t be used as a date-marker. 

More likely is that the author wants us to notice John’s arrest as we are learning 

that Jesus will pick up right where his forerunner leaves off. 

Just prior in Mark’s story, John has appeared in the wilderness, proclaiming a 

baptism of repentance. Jesus participates in that baptism, and then goes even 

deeper into the wilderness. When he emerges, John has been arrested, and now 

Jesus begins proclaiming the good news, and insisting on repentance as the 

means by which to receive it. Where John left off, Jesus picks right up. 

Whatever John has done to get himself arrested—we are not told what it is—it 

should be assumed that Jesus will continue that behavior. And sure enough—

you all know the story—Jesus too is arrested. In both cases, the word “arrested” 

could be translated more literally as “handed over.” It is used in the Greek 

translation of the Old Testament to describe the suffering servant who is handed 

over to suffering and to death—a fate that will also be shared, first by John, and 

finally, by Jesus.

It is enough to make you wonder what Simon and Andrew’s parents said when 

their sons left the family business to follow this Jesus. What did Zebedee think 

when his sons, James and John, dropped their nets and took off with this Jesus, 

who appears to be a lot like that John, who happens to be in jail at the moment? 

The phrase,“they got in with a bad crowd” comes to mind ... 
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I heard my parents say that a lot … that someone “got in with a bad crowd.” 

I imagine a number of you have said or thought, or at least heard others say it ... 

maybe you remember getting in with a bad crowd yourself ... or maybe you were 

the “bad crowd!” 

No matter what your relationship to the “bad crowd” has been, though, it’s 

probably a fair assumption that in your estimation, Jesus was never a part of it. 

At least in my experience, Jesus was usually the name invoked to jerk us back 

into line when we had ventured outside of the socially and culturally acceptable. 

Jesus is supposed to be the antidote to the bad crowd, right? We’d better watch 

what we were doing, because you never know when Jesus is coming back! People tell 

their personal stories of bad behavior, and bad company, and run-ins with the 

law, until one day they found Jesus, and all that turned around! 

But “after John was arrested,”... it is Jesus who keeps the movement going ... 

really, takes it to new heights. As the story continues, we will see what we all 

know already—that after Jesus is arrested and executed, the apostles will keep 

the movement going and will themselves be arrested and many will even be 

executed. 

So this assumption—that Jesus is somehow opposed to those tend to be seen as 

“the bad crowd”—may be a little bit skewed. It is, I think, the result of our 

conscious and subconscious efforts to domesticate Jesus—to make him safe and 

comfortable, even though the stories that we read present him as anything but. 

There is a Christian Radio station in my hometown, 104.7 The Fish. Their slogan 

is “Safe For the Whole Family”—and I get it—I really do. You don’t want your kids 
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listening to Howard Stern on the way to school in the morning, and the Christian 

Radio stations aren’t going to use crude language or talk in detail about racy 

topics. And that is good. But why they chose the word “safe”, I just don’t 

understand. Are we endangered by crude language? 

No. 

Offended by it, sure. But not endangered. 

Safety and danger is the language we use when our lives are at stake—when we 

may be arrested—handed over to suffering and death ... and if that is the rubric, 

then Jesus is not safe. Jesus runs with a dangerous crowd. 

For we who bear his name to put all of our stock in safety is, I think, to 

misunderstand who it is that we endeavor to follow—who it is that calls us to 

become, and to make disciples—who will keep the movement going after our 

forerunners have been handed over to the authorities. 

For my whole life, I have been a Christian, and for the majority of it, my 

understanding of that title meant that I didn’t participate in certain behaviors ... 

During High School these abstentions were probably the most pronounced—

didn’t drink underage; didn’t do drugs; didn’t have sex before marriage. From 

the adults in the room, being a young Christian often seemed to mean one who 

didn’t talk back to elders or authorities. 

Christians don’t cheat, or lie or steal. 

And, generally speaking, these are fine—sometimes even good things from 

which to abstain—behaviors becoming of Christian people—most of the ten 

commandments are worded this way—but alone, at least, they miss the point of 
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Christian discipleship. Following Jesus is not primarily an exercise is piety and 

niceness and adherence to our culture’s idea of the moral high-ground. 

After John was arrested, Jesus started preaching that Good News was available 

to everyone...but that it wouldn’t come about by appeasing the rulers and 

authorities of this age—that we must repent—change our minds and live by a 

different set of values—in order to receive this good news. We must pledge our 

allegiance to God above all else. 

One whose primary identity is as a citizen of Rome cannot at the same time be a 

disciple of Jesus—even though I may be a really upstanding citizen. Likewise, I 

cannot be a disciple if I see myself first as a citizen of the United States. 

Disciples of Jesus are first and foremost citizens of the Kingdom of God. 

And so at times, we disciples of Jesus will find ourselves at odds with Rome—we 

will clash with our government when it abuses and ignores the human need of 

our brothers and sisters. Some of you were out with our Presbytery doing just 

this at yesterday’s Women’s March.

At other times, though, we may partner with Rome—partner with our 

government toward the realization of true peace and justice. 

But model Christians are not necessarily model citizens—if they were, Jesus 

wouldn’t have ended up nailed to a Roman cross. 

So why would these hard working fishermen leave everything behind and 

devote their lives to following this Jesus? Or more appropriately, maybe: why 

would we? 
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It cannot be for riches—for these men leave their possessions and means of 

income behind. 

It cannot be to get in with the culture’s idea of “the right crowd”—for we have 

already established that Jesus is decidedly in “the wrong crowd.” 

It cannot be for our resume, and it cannot be for our safety—the earliest followers 

of Jesus can almost appear to be standing in line to get arrested and stirring up 

conflict with all the job creators. 

Neither can it be because we enjoy the attention of getting arrested or because we 

have a death wish ... these are not characteristics of the Jesus we know in 

scripture—the Jesus who seems almost compulsive about hiding his identity 

throughout Mark’s gospel—who pleads that the father would let this cup pass 

from him. 

Why do we follow Jesus? Why do we want to be disciples of one such as this? 

Mark really doesn’t give us any clues. Jesus invades the lives of these ordinary 

people and calls out to them ... “Follow me!” “Immediately ... they left their nets 

& followed him.” 

Then he does it again, and just as with the first two, no explanation is given, 

psychological or otherwise ... two young men just leave their father in the boat 

with the hired hands and follow Jesus. 

For Mark, then, it is sufficient to say that we follow Jesus because he calls. No 

explanation is needed; none would make sense in this world anyhow. 

And for some of us, the simple fact of Jesus’ call may be sufficient ... and great is 

your faith, and greatly to be praised if it is. In fact, our word,“church,” comes 
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from a Greek word that is translated literally as “called out ones.” The church is, 

quite simply, the ones who have been called by Jesus, out of the realm dominated 

by kings and rulers and the 1%, and into the realm of Christ, the suffering 

servant. 

Some folks hear that and just say, Okie Dokie! 

Others of us, though might need a little bit more convincing before we commit so 

completely to this called out life. So here’s my best shot at it. 

We do not say, as the old song does, that we have decided to follow Jesus, 

because it is God who decides for us—it is God who chooses us, or at least it is 

God who chose us first. But to whatever degree we may consciously choose a life 

of attentiveness to Jesus’ call, we do so because Jesus is the human one who looks 

upon men and women from all different walks of life and affirms their worth as 

children of the living God. Simon, Andrew, James and John are fishermen. They 

are not particularly special or powerful people ... and they are called, and they 

are empowered; they are set free from the social hierarchy that would dare to 

assign human value according to some arbitrary scale of productivity or 

charisma or family of origin. 

Jesus says that they are valuable—that I am valuable—that you are valuable— 

because we belong to God—no less and no more than anyone else who has ever 

lived. And no matter the cost, Jesus refuses to back down from that claim. 

Most of the time, I think, we follow because we see ourselves as being in 

agreement with this Jesus.We too want the less respected people of the world—

the ones of whom Jesus often speaks as “the least of these”—to know their worth 
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before God and among their neighbors. We want them to be treated as beloved 

children of God just as we have been. Most of the time, I think, that is why we 

follow. 

But on occasion, in our more self-aware moments, we know the depth at which 

we need this Jesus: to tell us that we are beloved of God ... to call us into 

meaningful work despite our less than spotless history, or less than impressive 

resume, or less-than brilliant understanding of Christian doctrine. In these 

moments we follow Jesus because he is willing to get in with that “bad crowd” of 

which we were so ashamed to be a part ... because when no one else would 

dream of it, Jesus calls. 

He is calling still, even today. May we all have ears to hear. 


