
Matthew 4:19

17  From that time Yeshua began to preach and say, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” 

As noted above, Yeshua had already been speaking His message for some months in Judea, in concert with the fore-
runner ministry of Yochanan. Thus, the opening words of this verse, “From that time,” should not be taken to mean that 
this is the beginning of the public teaching ministry of Yeshua. Rather, Matthew’s point may well be that the light that 
would dawn upon the Galil had now begun in the words and message of Yeshua, and particularly in His presence there as 
the promised Redeemer. 

“Preach and say” (κηρύσσειν καὶ λέγειν) should not be construed as describing different functions, but as a typical 
semitism, in which ֵלאֹמר (lemor, “to say”) introduces direct discourse.

The message of our Master was the same as that of Yochanan (on which, see comments on 3:2 above): a call for re-
pentance (teshuvah) in light of the coming kingdom of Heaven. It should arrest our attention that quite often, in modern 
Christendom, the message of the “gospel” hardly matches that of our Master. In a time when the “gospel” is offered to the 
public as a means for fulfilling one’s dreams, or overcoming life’s burdens, nothing is of greater importance than to be re-
minded that at the heart of the gospel is the matter of repentance. Any gospel message that deletes this vital ingredient is 
woefully deficient.

18   Now as Yeshua was walking by the Sea of Galilee, He saw two brothers, Simon who was called Peter, and 
Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea; for they were fishermen.

Beginning in this verse, and continuing through v. 22, we have the call of Yeshua to four of His talmidim. Many have 
seen the parallels to the call of Elisha by Elijah (1Ki 19:19–21): 1) Elijah is travelling, 2) he finds Elisha ploughing with 
oxen, 3) he puts his mantle upon Elisha as a sign of the prophetic call, 4) Elisha responds with a request to say farewell to 
his father and mother, and then he would “follow after him” (ἀκολοθθήσω όπίσω σου), and 5) Elisha follows (becomes a 
disciple of) Elijah. While the parallels are obvious, there is one important difference: Elijah gives permission for Elisha to 
say his farewells, while Yeshua, in at least one instance (Matt 8:21–22, cp. Lk 9:59) tells one disciple to “Follow Me, and 
leave the dead to bury their own dead.” While there are other explanations to Yeshua’s words at this point, it seems war-
ranted to say that Yeshua’s demands for discipleship were heightened in light of the “kingdom of Heaven” that was quick-
ly approaching. The urgency of the coming kingdom required equal urgency for undivided loyalty among Yeshua’s 
disciples.

It is interesting that Yeshua chooses His disciples, in apparent distinction from the rabbinic dictum of Avot 1:6, 

Joshua b. Perahiah says, “Choose a teacher for yourself. And get yourself a fellow disciple. And give everybody the
benefit of the doubt.”

This difference highlights the sense of mission that Yeshua doubtlessly had. Not only would He choose talmidim, but He 
would also send them out to accomplish His mission.

The two brothers that Yeshua encounters as He walked along the shore of the Sea of Galilee1 were Peter and Andrew. 
Matthew alerts us to the fact that Peter was called Simon, which would have been ִׁשְמעֹון in the Hebrew, given a popular et-
ymology in Gen 29:33 of “the Lord has heard.” The name Peter (πετρός, petros) means “rock,” and was the Greek equiva-
lent of the Aramaic ֵּכיָפא, kefa’. Matthew never includes the name Kefa, but always refers to the apostle as Peter or Simon.

Andrew (Ανδρέας, Andreas) is a good Greek name (but not found in the Lxx). He is mentioned only one other time by 
Matthew (10:2), and there also as the brother of Peter. He does not figure in significantly to the gospel narratives. Accord-
ing to John (1:35–49), Andrew was a former disciple of Yochanan HaMatbil.

Our text does not give us any insight into Yeshua’s previous contact with Peter and Andrew. How, then, did He choose

1. The Greek θαλάσσα can mean either “sea” as we know it, or “lake.” The same is true of the Hebrew ָים. The well known name, “Sea
of Galilee” goes back to older English utilized in early English translations (Wycliff and Tyndale) when English “sea” could like-
wise have the meaning “lake.”
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them to be His talmidim? It seems very probable that He did have a previous acquaintance with them and their family, but 
it is also possible that here we see Yeshua’s ability to know about a person without having formerly met them.

When Yeshua encounters the brothers, they were “casting a net into the sea.” The Greek word ajmfivblhstron (amfi-
blestron, used only here in the Apostolic Scriptures) denotes a circular net used for casting. To the edge of the net were at-
tached small stones which made it sink quickly, engulfing the fish. When the net was drawn from a rope tied to the mid-
dle, the heavier stones would be gathered together and keep the fish entrapped.

Thus, Peter and Andrew made their living by fishing. The purpose for Matthew’s specific note of their occupation is 
twofold. First, it sets up the manner of His calling them to be His talmidim, for He would send them out as “fishers of 
men.” In this metaphor, their occupation does not change, just the objects netted. While they had made their living catch-
ing fish, now they would be engaged in gathering people. Secondly, the fact that Matthew specifies their occupation 
makes the parallel to the Elijah/Elisha pericope, as well as emphasizing that their becoming Yeshua’s disciples would re-
quire a break with everyday affairs. It would be costly (in more ways than one) to become a disciple of the Master.

19 And He said to them, “Follow Me, and I will make you fishers of men.”

The first thing that arrests our attention is the fact that the Master is not giving the two brothers an invitation. His 
words are given as an unconditional command. In the Tanach, it is the Almighty Who issues such demands regarding a 
prophetic call (cf. 1Ki 11:31f; 19:15–21; 1Sa 16:1f). Here, Yeshua likewise functions as the sovereign Who has the right 
to issue demands to those He meets. We may presume that Peter and Andrew were well acquainted with Yeshua (certainly 
so on Andrew’s part, since he was a disciple of Yochanan), for their response of obedience was positive and immediate.

The demand of the Master involved two aspects: 1) following Him, by which is meant to become His disciple and thus
to emulate Him both in life and teaching, and 2) to be prepared for a mission of proclaiming the Gospel of the kingdom, 
by which they would gather in those who were called.

The order of the twofold aspect of discipleship is obviously important. They could not fulfill the mission of being 
“fishers of men” until they had sufficiently understood the message of Yeshua and were able to give it to others. And such 
an understanding could not be entirely gleaned simply by hearing the words of the Master. It was in the course of life, and 
in the manner in which Yeshua demonstrated the Gospel through His works and interaction with others, that the disciples 
would be able to see the Gospel unfettered by decades of traditions that had, in many cases, shielded its light from the 
eyes of Israel.

We should also note that the metaphor our Master uses, of being “fishers of men,” is not something that was a well 
used metaphor. It is not found in the rabbinic literature. But it fit the situation of Peter and Andrew perfectly, for they were
well aware of what fishing entailed. But it is important for us to recognize that the fishing they were doing was with a net, 
not with hook and bait! The giving of the good news of the kingdom was not a “snaring” of men into something they oth-
erwise would have avoided. It was not “baiting the hook” to make the gospel appear appealing, when in reality it had a 
pointed barb at its core. Rather, in the metaphor of “fishing for men,” the gospel itself was the “net” by which God would 
gather those He had chosen into His family. This is affirmed later by Paul when he wrote regarding the Gospel:

For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew
first and also to the Greek. (Rom 1:16)

It is the work of the Spirit, in connection with the proclamation of the gospel, that brings about repentance toward God 
and faith in Yeshua the Messiah. The giving of the gospel, then, as pictured in the metaphor of fishing, is not one of 
enticement, but of the sovereign power of God whereby, through the gospel itself, those who are chosen are drawn to faith
and rescued.

We should also note that Yeshua says that He would make them fishers of men. Their ability to net fish depended upon
their learned expertise in that occupation. The task which Yeshua would commission them for, however, required His ex-
pertise—His power. Their success in fishing for men was something that would come from the training He would give 
them, as well as the power of the Spirit they would receive as the fruit of His labors.
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20 Immediately they left their nets1 and followed Him.

Once again, Matthew stresses the urgency of the matter by noting the immediacy of the men’s actions (cf. Mk 1:16f). 
The kingdom was at hand, and there was no time to waste. But Luke appears to offer a fuller description of the events 
(5:1ff). According to his account, the call of Peter and Andrew to become disciples of the Master occurred after they had 
fished all night and caught nothing, so they had returned to the shore and were washing their nets. It was then that Yeshua 
used one of the boats as a floating podium, and addressed the crowd that had gathered on the shore. After teaching the 
people, He instructed Peter and the rest to go out again and cast their nets into the water. Even though Peter protested that 
doing so would be an exercise in futility, he and the rest complied, and ended up catching so many fish that it required the 
second boat to come to their aid. Having seen the miraculous powers of Yeshua, Peter mimics the words of Isaiah (6:5) 
and declares, “Go away from me Master, for I am a sinful man, O Lord!” But Yeshua assures him with the words often 
found in the Tanach, “Do not fear,” and then He adds, “from now on you will be catching men.” The miracle of the large 
catch of fish, at least from Luke’s perspective, was a lesson in terms of the disciples’ new occupation of “fishing for men.”
In the same way that they had been unsuccessful in their night-time endeavors at fishing, but had immediate success by 
the sovereign work of the Master, so their ability to “catch men” would be dependent upon the sovereign work of salva-
tion, which only God Himself could affect.

So the sense of immediacy noted in Matthew and Mark should be understood in a general way: they did not hesitate in
making the decision to leave their current occupation and follow the Master as He had commanded them to. The emphasis
is upon an undivided heart to obey, even in view of personal sacrifice.

The pattern of discipleship given to us here by Matthew involves two aspects: 1) they left their nets, and 2) they fol-
lowed Him. This emphasizes two general aspects which are true of all who would follow Yeshua, namely, that it involves 
personal sacrifice (giving up one’s own life agenda) and conformity to the Master (following in His footsteps). Both of 
these suggest that a radical commitment of faith and obedience is the norm for disciples of Yeshua.

1. A different Greek word is used for “net” in our verse than was used in the v. 18. Here, the word δίτυον (diktuon) describes a net 
used for deep water fishing, as distinct from ἀµφίβληστρον (amphiblēstron), the circular net used for casting. It is possible that 
when Yeshua first approached them, they were fishing from the shore with the casting net, and that later they went out into the 
boats to fish the deep water with a different style of net. If this is the case, then Luke (5:1ff) is describing events after the fishermen
had fished in the deep water during the night.
Moreover, when Yeshua encounters James, John, and their father, Zebedee, they are mending the nets, something that does not fig-
ure into the story as Matthew and Mark portray it.

     Yet, as Allison-Davies note (1.400), the similarities between the Synoptics seem far too great to suppose Luke’s account to be 
entirely independent of Mark 1:16f and our text in Matthew.
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Romans 1:16

For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew 
first and also to the Greek.

(The addition of “of Messiah” – “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Messiah,” is an addition found in a few later 
Greek manuscripts and is not attested in the earliest witnesses.)

Paul’s eagerness rests not only on the divine calling, something which always presupposes enabling, but also upon the 
very nature of the gospel within the working of the Holy Spirit. Why would anyone be ashamed of the gospel? Because 
this is the natural response to it, for it (1) stands in opposition to the world, and thus attracts the world’s hostilities, and (2)
the manner in which the gospel comes not in worldly power and majesty, but in the veiled humility of the incarnation 
which, to the world would certainly look abject and foolish. This is particularly true when one considers the Greek world, 
with its propensity for displaying human strength and intellect. On the contrary, the gospel calls for the sinner to admit his 
weakness, indeed, his inability—to reckon all worldly wisdom as foolish in the face of the lowly Messiah!

But Paul (though perhaps even he was at times tempted to hold the gospel with some measure of shame as is true for 
all believers) had come to know the reality of the gospel, and the manner in which God takes what is foolishness to man 
and turns it to proclaim and establish His greatness.

for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes –  The demonstrative “it” refers to the gospel previ-
ously mentioned: “for the gospel is the power of God . . . .” “For salvation” means “resulting in salvation” (εἰς σωτηρίαν, 
eis sōterian). Paul has come to realize that the gospel, though often despised by the world, is nevertheless, in spite of all 
appearances, the very supreme power of God by which He saves sinners. 

This statement regarding the gospel and that which immediately follows it form, it seems, the kernel truth about which
Paul wraps this entire epistle. All that he intends his readers to know may be summed up in (1) the manner in which God 
makes a sinner righteous, and (2) the means by which He does this. 

The idea that God’s word is endowed with power, and that as a result when He speaks there are inevitable results is a 
clear theme of the Tanach, and one which Paul no doubt draws upon here. The proclamation of the gospel is not merely 
persuading the mind of men, but it is the sending forth of the divine word which has, in the hands of the Spirit, an effica-
tiousness to it. Even as the Lord spoke in creation and the worlds were formed (cf. Gen 1:3, 6, etc.; Ps 147:15; Is 40:8; 
55:10f; Jer 23:29), so the divine power (δύναµις, dunamis) goes forth in the proclamation of the gospel.

Salvation (σώζω, σωτηρία, sōzō, sōteria), while having a general meaning in the everyday Greek of Paul’s world, is 
used by him only in the sphere of relationship between God and man. For Paul, to “be saved” is to be rescued from the de-
served punishment for sin, i.e., death, and to be given eternal life. The message of Paul in the gospel is that this salvation 
cannot be merited or purchased, but is the free gift of God to all who through faith receive it. Thus, the gospel is the power
of salvation to all who believe. But this belief (πίστις, pistis, πιστεύω, pisteuo) or faith has one and only one object—the 
person of Yeshua. Thus, the gospel has always been centered in Yeshua, the Messiah, and always will be. It is therefore 
impossible to receive and enjoy the gospel apart from receiving and enjoying Yeshua—the gospel and Yeshua are 
inseparable.

The word translated “gospel” is ἐυαγγιλία, euangelia, which means “good message” or “good news.”  For sinful man, 
who, left to his own devices, cannot obtain salvation, the proclamation that another has made the way for him is good 
news indeed! Only if one sees and understands the helplessness of mankind can the gospel be appreciated for its good-
ness. Yet the gospel comes with the message of death—death to oneself and death of the innocent One as substitute for the
sinner. To discover its goodness one must accept it with eyes of faith, otherwise it looks entirely foolish (cf. 1Co 1:18ff). 
But must faith precede the hearing of the gospel, or does the gospel produce the faith to hear? This is the mystery within 
the power of the gospel, for it draws the heart of the seeker to exercise faith in the Messiah Yeshua and in God Who sent 
Him, a faith which God Himself gives as a gift (Eph. 2:8-10).  This faith, as the saving response to the gospel, is not 
something which man possesses as an attribute of his humaness, nor is it the meritorious work of a few who attain to high-
er standards than the rest. For Paul, faith is no work of the individual (Rom 4:5) for salvation is altogether—not almost al-
together—God’s work.

Furthermore, the word “all” in this phrase (“to all who believe”) emphasizes a major theme in this epistle and in all of 
Paul’s writings, namely, that the salvation which results from the reception of the gospel by faith is a salvation that knows 
no ethnic, gender, economic or cultural boundaries. The anti-Gentile bias of the emerging Oral Torah in Paul’s day is here 

4



clearly rejected by Paul as it was by Yeshua. In fact, nothing characterizes Paul’s understanding of the eschaton more than 
the picture of Jew and Gentile worshipping together as one body of believers, worshipping the God of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob. This “fellow-heir” concept (cf. Eph. 3:6) permeates Paul’s writings, and is introduced at the beginning of Ro-
mans, his magnum opus, showing the priority he gave to this truth.

to the Jew first and also to the Greek – Here Paul explains the former “all”—the “all” includes both Jew and Gentile. 
But he also emphasizes something that is at the heart of his understanding of salvation as a whole, and why he is not 
ashamed of the gospel. Paul’s mode of operation was “to the Jew first and also to the Greek,” that is to say, for Paul the 
promises made to the fathers (cf. 11:28) must inevitably be fulfilled, and that apart from its fulfillment there is, indeed, a 
great deal to be ashamed of with regard to the gospel. Thus, it was Paul’s habit to go to the synagogue first, and to pro-
claim the message of the gospel to his own brothers as a matter of priority. That he would teach that the salvation of the 
Gentiles would form a jealousy which would draw Israel to Yeshua is, in itself, a demonstration of the priority which he 
places upon the salvation of Israel as the necessary fulfillment of the gospel message itself. Thus, “first” (πρῶτος, protos) 
should be understood in the sense of first in priority, not first chronologically. Cranfield says of the construction that

it is suggestive of the fundamental equality of Jew and Gentile in the face of the gospel (the gospel is the power of
God unto salvation for believing Jew and believing Gentile alike), while the word prwton [first] indicates that within
the framework of this basic equality there is a certain undeniable priority of the Jew.1

For Paul, the gospel could have no success if it did not contain within its message the power to bring Israel to faith in 
Yeshua. Thus, this opening but succinct phrase sets the stage for the later exposition of this very theme in chapters 9-11. 
Paul’s understanding of the gospel embraces both an individual as well as a corporate dimension of salvation. It is indi-
vidual in that everyone who is justified (declared to be just in God’s eyes) is personally drawn by God to Himself and 
specifically redeemed from the penalty of his or her sin. Yet it is corporate because each individual so redeemed automati-
cally becomes a member of the one “family of God,” a family whose father is Abraham (4:16, 17). But to neglect the im-
portance of the Jew, even the Jew who had not yet confessed Yeshua to be the Messiah—to overlook these is to miss the 
heart of the gospel as far as Paul is concerned. His high praise for the gospel comes, not only because it has been so suc-
cessful among the Gentiles, but also because he knows that it will also be the means by which Israel will be saved. In fact,
the salvation of Israel (11:25) will be the ultimate demonstration of the power of the gospel.

What are the implications of this teaching of Paul? Some are obvious! First, the teaching often called “replacement 
theology,” that the church has replaced Israel because God has forsaken her and given her heritage to the Christians—this 
teaching would, if we take Paul’s perspective, portray the gospel as impotent. Rather than being the power of God result-
ing in salvation, it is shown to be weak and incapable of turning the Jewish heart to Yeshua. Thus replacement theology 
not only slaps at the face of God for the promises He has made, but it undermines the very nature and power of the gospel.

Secondly by way of implication, if “to the Jew first and also to the Greek” is seen to be God’s priority in the realiza-
tion of the gospel, then it ought to be the priority for the church and for every individual who confesses Yeshua as Savior. 
This effectively rules out any notion of anti-Semitism within the Christian community, for anti-Semitism, when viewed in 
this light, is a denial of the gospel itself.

Thirdly, God’s priority list, “to the Jew first and also to the Greek” ought to be the priority of the believing community
in terms of ministry. To some Jews, such a statement might send shudders up the spine! What I mean by priority in min-
istry is perhaps best expressed as priority in love and understanding. If, as I said before, anti-Semitism is a denial of the 
gospel, then the converse is true: a true love for Israel and the Jewish people will be a platform for the establishment of 
the gospel. Priority in ministry does not mean “how can we make them Christians” but “how can we demonstrate the love 
and righteous life which we have come to know in Yeshua.”

But there is a fourth issue which the phrase “to the Jew first and also to the Greek” raises, and this is the fact that sal-
vation, in all times, and for all peoples is “from the Jews” (Jn 4:22). Never can the gospel be preached rightly while ne-
glecting to acknowledge the essential place Israel has played and continues to play in the outworking of the gospel. This 
essential place in the gospel includes the fact that God has chosen Israel out of all the nations (Gen 12:1ff; Neh 9:7; Deut 
14:2; Amos 3:2; Rom 11:28-29). It also is seen in that God chose Israel to be the one to guard and carry His direct revela-

1. Cranfield, Romans, 1.91.  BDAG (ad loc  πρώτον, proton, p. 734) has: “of degree in the first place, above all, especially” and lists 
Rom 1:16 accordingly.
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tion, the Torah (cf. Rom 3:1). Furthermore, the priority of the Jew can be seen in that Yeshua Himself came as a Jew to the
Jews (Jn 1:12; Mt 10:5-6; 15:24).

While emphasizing these priorities, it is equally important to note where the Jew does not have priority. In what ways 
do the Jews not have priority? 1) in righteousness or merit. No one has priority in this realm, for all are on the same lev-
el—sinners in need of God’s righteousness. Paul’s conclusion in 3:9-10 is that “there is none righteous, not even one.” 2) 
in how they are saved. Jew and Gentile are saved exactly the same way. Note 3:29-30, “Is God the God of the Jews only? 
Is He not the God for the Gentiles also? Yes, of Gentiles also!” Paul’s conclusion is that all, both Jew and Gentile, are 
saved by faith in Yeshua. 3) in participation in God’s covenant blessings. There are no “second-class” citizens in the king-
dom of God. Paul makes it clear that Gentiles who come to faith in Yeshua have the same standing in the family of God as
the Jews who receive Yeshua (Eph 2:12ff; 3:4-6). We are all fellow-heirs and co-inheritors of the covenant promises. 

Why the emphasis upon the priority of the Jew in the gospel then? While a number of answers could be given, I think 
the primary reason Paul so much emphasizes the priority of the Jew is to guard against thinking that the mass conversion 
of the Gentiles began the formation of something new and separate from the salvific work God had already accomplished 
among the people of Israel. To the extent that the gospel continues to be tied to its Jewish priority, to that extent it contin-
ues to be tied to Torah and to the history of salvation in the history of Israel. It is when the gospel is stripped of its Jewish 
heritage and used rather in an anti-Semitic way that it produces something new and different, something which has no ties 
whatsoever to Abraham and the patriarchs. In such a perspective God is no longer the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
but the God of the Church—a new entity without vital connection to the people of God called “Israel.” It is this mindset 
which breeds arrogance, a trait Paul apparently feared was raising its ugly head among the Gentiles in the Roman synga-
gogue (cp. Rom 11:18-20).

As members of the body of Yeshua we must admit that within our sinful flesh there is every capacity for anti-Semi-
tism, and that in some ways, as our flesh rebels against God, it will also rebel against that which God loves. If Israel is the 
“apple of His eye” (Zech 2:8), the rebel heart, in its rebellion, is tempted to hate Israel in order to strike a blow at God 
Himself. 
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