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Expecting the Unexpected: Matthew 4:12-25 

How much of your life has gone “according to script?” And how much has come as a 

complete surprise? I’m struck by how often I’ve been wrong about the future; how often my 

plans have changed. When I was 9, I was sure that I’d be a professional baseball player. Then, 

when I was 11, I was sure that I’d be a professional soccer player. When I was 13, my friends 

began to surpass me athletically. And I became convinced that I’d be a professional 

sports…writer. When I was 16, I was certain that I’d met my wife. (I was wrong). And when I 

was 20, I was certain that (a) I was going to start a church in the Bay Area; and (b) that I would 

not work at Creekside; not long-term, anyways. And I had no desire to succeed my dad as our 

Senior Pastor. None. In fact, I opposed the idea. In college, I can remember talking with my dad. 

And he floated the idea that maybe – someday – I’d take over for him. And he said it half-

jokingly. But inside I said, “Oh how wrong you are old man! Don’t put that on me! No! No! No!” 

And of course, 11 years later, I said, “ok, yes.” And – Lord-willing – in 6 months I’ll assume his 

role here, and do yet another thing I’d vowed never to do.  

There’s great comfort in thinking we can predict the future; that we can engineer our 

lives to get what we want. And we have some ability to control outcomes. The Bible talks about 

sowing and reaping. If I sow good things today, I can expect to reap good things tomorrow. 

Conversely, if I sow bad things today, I can really expect to reap bad things tomorrow. And yet, 

there are countless variables beyond my control. And the ultimate variable is God himself. God 

has a dream for my life. He intends to use me in particular ways, and to do so on his timeline, 

not mine. And occasionally, my dreams intersect with God’s dreams. But oftentimes, they 

don’t. God shuts doors I thought were open. He opens doors I thought were shut.  

And that’s sobering, because I’d like to think that life is like a voyage. And I’m the 

captain. I’m at the helm. It’s a clear day. And if I pay attention, I can see what’s coming. I can 

avoid the storms, and the rocks. I can make course adjustments. And I can get where I want to 

go. And sometimes, life works that way. But oftentimes, life is more like riding in a pickup truck. 

But you’re not driving. In fact, you’re not even in the cab. You’re in the bed. And you’re not 

looking forwards. You’re looking backwards. You can see where you’ve been. But you can’t see 

where you’re going. And every once in a while, the driver hits a massive bump, and you go 

flying. And the best you can do is hold on.  

Life is full of surprises. And God is full of surprises. He works in unexpected ways. So if 

that’s the case; if God works in unexpected ways. What can we expect? What surprises should 

we, in a sense, anticipate; so we won’t get thrown off when they come? And, so we don’t get 
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distracted from our mission or get frustrated, or discouraged? I think this passage helps us 

answer these paradoxical questions.  

We’re currently making our way through the Gospel of Matthew, in a series we’ve 

entitled, The Return of the King. Matthew’s goal is to demonstrate that Jesus is the long-

awaited Messiah; the Promised King who’ll defeat sin and evil. Last week, we saw God test his 

king; and prepare Jesus for his mission. And we saw how Jesus passed this test, and proved that 

he was qualified to be our champion over sin. And now, King Jesus is ready to begin his public 

ministry; his mission to save the world from sin and death. In chapters 4 through 16, Jesus 

ministers in Galilee. This is the first stage of his public ministry. In today’s passage, Matthew 

presents a summary of Jesus’ Galilean ministry. And as we’ll see, Jesus begins his ministry in an 

unexpected place. He uses unexpected people. And his mission has unexpected results.  

And as we follow Jesus, it’s crucial for us to anticipate these surprises. First, like  

Jesus, we can expect that God will put us in unexpected places. And it’s crucial we remember 

this so we don’t miss opportunities God gives us. Second, we can expect God to use unexpected 

people. He uses regular people, like us. We need to remember this, so we don’t put limits on 

how God might work in our lives. And third, we can expect God to give us unexpected results. In 

other words, we won’t always be able to gauge the effectiveness of what we’re doing. And 

that’s crucial for us to remember, so that we don’t get too puffed up when things are going 

well; and conversely, we don’t get too discouraged when things seem fruitless. We must learn 

to expect the unexpected.     

1. Mission in an Unexpected Place: Let’s start by looking at Jesus’ mission to an  

unexpected place. Have you ever wondered, “how did I end up here?” How did I get stuck in this 

neighborhood? At this job?” Have you ever thought, “you know, I could be so much more 

effective somewhere else. I could serve God more effectively if I lived here; or if I did x…or, if I…” 

fill in the blank. Sometimes, we dream of being somewhere else. And that’s not necessarily bad; 

unless, it blinds us to the opportunities God has placed right in front of us. My dream for where 

I want to be must not blind me to the opportunities God puts right in front of me; right here 

and right now. Let’s look at how God relocates Jesus in this passage. And let’s see how Jesus 

responds. “Now when Jesus heard that John had been taken into custody, He withdrew  

into Galilee; 13 and leaving Nazareth, He came and settled in Capernaum, which is by the sea, in 

the region of Zebulun and Naphtali” (vv. 12-13). Jesus begins his public ministry on the run! In 

chapter 3, John the Baptist prepares the way for Jesus. He tells the people, “get ready! The 

Messiah is coming!” And the people respond to John’s message. They regard John as a prophet, 

and begin to follow him. And then, John tells his followers to follow Jesus. But then John 

offends the powers that be (we’ll find out how in Matthew 14). John is deemed an enemy of 

the state. And as a result, he’s arrested. And John has closely allied himself with Jesus. As we’ll 

see, they preach the same message. So now, Jesus is in danger. He too could get arrested by 
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virtue of his connection to John. So Jesus flees to Judea. And he flees north, to Galilee; to the 

land that belonged to the Israelite tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali. 

Now, at face value, this looks like a major setback, doesn’t it? John has created this 

movement around Jesus. But now, Jesus is running away from all of his potential followers. And 

he’s leaving Judea; which was the center of cultural influence in Israel. So Jesus is leaving the 

place of prominence, and power. And to make matters worse, he has to move back home; back 

to Galilee. He goes to his hometown of Nazareth. And then, he travels up to Capernaum. And 

this becomes his base of ministry operations.    

And this was not the place you’d want to start a messianic movement. Galilee was 

basically “flyover” country. Jesus has moved from the city to the sticks. And to make matters 

worse, the Galileans were despised by their Judean neighbors to the south. The Galileans had a 

different dialect. They didn’t pronounce words correctly. And they had a checkered history. 

Hundreds of years earlier, this region had been conquered and resettled by the Assyrian 

Empire. And for centuries, both Jews and non-Jews had lived in this area. Galilee was more 

diverse than Judea; both culturally and religiously. And the Judeans thought the Galileans were 

more lax in their devotion to God. They were too open to outside influences. So Jesus begins his 

ministry on the margins of Jewish society; in a placed despised by the influencers and the 

powerbrokers. And that seems like a setback, doesn’t it?    

Yet, this is exactly where God wants Jesus to begin. Matthew goes on to say, “This was 

to fulfill what was spoken through Isaiah the prophet: 15 "THE LAND OF ZEBULUN AND THE 

LAND OF NAPHTALI, BY THE WAY OF THE SEA, BEYOND THE JORDAN, GALILEE OF THE GENTILES-

- 16 "THE PEOPLE WHO WERE SITTING IN DARKNESS SAW A GREAT LIGHT, AND THOSE WHO 

WERE SITTING IN THE LAND AND SHADOW OF DEATH, UPON THEM A LIGHT DAWNED" (vv. 14-

16). Jesus’ flight to Galilee is actually a fulfillment of Isaiah 9. In Isaiah, God prophesies to the 

people of Galilee. The region had just been decimated by the Assyrians. It had been conquered 

and populated by outside nations. It was a dark place. But God promises to shine his light into 

this darkness. Later in Isaiah 9, God promises to send the Galileans a child, named “Wonderful 

Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 9:6). And now God is doing 

what he promised. He’s sending his Son – the Prince of Peace – to Galilee; to illuminate this 

dark place that has been decimated and despised. 

God sends Jesus to people on the margins. Galilee was filled with marginalized Israelites; 

and with people from the surrounding nations; people outside of God’s covenant with Israel. 

Back in chapter 1, we saw that Jesus is a king who identifies with outcasts. And we see the same 

thing here. God sends Jesus to outsiders; to the least and the lost. And Jesus embraces God’s 

direction for his life. He doesn’t run back to Judea, and try to re-gather his fan-base there. 

Instead, he starts his ministry in Galilee. In verse 17, we read, “From that time Jesus began to 

preach and say, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand." Jesus preaches the exact same 

message John preached. He says that, God’s kingdom – his rule – is breaking through. God is  
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reestablishing his reign on earth. So people must confess their sin, and turn to him; so that  

they can be subjects of his kingdom.  

Jesus embraces the place that God calls him to minister. Even as Jesus flees, he  

trusts that God is getting him where he needs to go. In Acts 17, Paul says that God has   

appointed our times, and determined the boundaries of our habitation (Acts 17:26). In other 

words, God has a reason for placing you here, now; which means that proximity is providential. 

The people close to you aren’t close to you by accident. God has sent you here. And so the 

question is, am I dialed in? Am I responsive to opportunities; to relationships God is giving me? 

Or, do I view mission as something I do on my terms; or, on my time or, on at my place in life?  

I’d like to think that mission is primarily proactive; that it’s something I initiate. “I’m 

going to make the plan. I’m going to reach people; and meet their needs and tell them about 

Jesus.” And sometimes life works like that. But often, ministry is reactive. God puts us in places; 

he gives us opportunities; and the question is whether we’re attentive to these; or if our minds 

are somewhere else. Over the past few months, I’ve had spiritual conversations in a bunch of 

weird places; taking out the garbage; playing in the park; sitting in the hot tub at our 

community swimming pool. And don’t be too impressed; because I didn’t initiate any of these 

conversations. People just ask questions. I’ve also realized that my kids don’t talk about God 

when I want to. They do it when they want to. And for some reason, they love to talk about 

Jesus right before they go to bed; the time I least want to talk with them about anything. Last 

night, I was tucking our kids in and one of them asked me. “Dad, how do we know that Jesus is 

real?” And then my kid asked, “how do I know the people who wrote the Bible weren’t lying?” 

Look, in that moment I can’t be like, “wow honey, those are really good questions…good night.” 

No; that’s the opportunity. I’m not seeking it out. But will I make the most of it?  

So the question to ask is, “what is keeping me from seeing what’s right in front of me; in 

the place God has me; right now?” Maybe I’m so focused on getting to the next stage of life; 

that I don’t invest in people, because I figure, “well, they won’t be around long.” Maybe I’m so 

tuned in to what’s happening everywhere, that I’m not dialed in to what’s happening right here. 

In any case, the question we need to ask is not just, “where do I need to go?” But, “who has God 

already put in my path? Who has he already sent me to?”    

2. Mission with Unexpected People: God gives Jesus a mission in an unexpected place.  

Next God gives Jesus  unexpected people to minister with; people we wouldn’t expected God to 

pick. Have you ever written yourself off? Have you ever made excuses for why God couldn’t use 

you? About why you’re not qualified to play for team Jesus? “I’m not educated. I don’t know the 

Bible well enough? I’m not articulate. I’m immature. I’m fearful. I’m introverted. I’m not a 

people person.” There are many ways we can try to take ourselves out of the game.  

I played Rugby in High School. Actually, I started playing in 8th grade. And I can vividly 

remember my first game. Our Varsity Team was playing. And so I didn’t expect to play. In fact, I 

was so confident that I wouldn’t play that I didn’t even bring my mouth guard. And as we’re 
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driving to the game, I’m thinking, “there’s no way they’d put me in the game; Right? They 

wouldn’t put JV guys in against the varsity. And even if they did, they’d put in the really good JV 

guys; not me. In fact, I’m the last guy they’d put in. I’m not even in High School yet. And even if 

they tried to put me in, they couldn’t. I don’t have my mouth guard.” So the game starts. And 

our team is destroying the other team. And after half-time, our coach starts emptying the 

bench. He puts in the JV players. Then he starts putting in the lousy JV players. And now, I’m 

getting nervous; because the bench is getting emptier and emptier. And finally, coach looks at 

me and says, “Bruce, Get in!” And now, I’ve only got one card left to play. “Sorry Coach…uh…I 

didn’t bring my mouth guard.” And he stares at me blankly for a moment. And then he says, 

“DiGorgio! Give Bruce your mouthguard.” And now I’m both disgusted and terrified. And things 

went about as poorly as you could imagine. It was not pretty. But the thing is; my coach wanted 

me in the game. He thought I was ready. And he didn’t really care what I thought. My excuses 

didn’t hold up.   

Jesus comes into Galilee. And he insists on picking a bunch of JV guys for his Varsity 

team. “Now as Jesus 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. 19And He said to them, "Follow Me, and I will make you fishers of men." 20 

Immediately they left their nets and followed Him. 21 Going on from there He saw two other 

brothers, James the son of Zebedee, and John his brother, in the boat with Zebedee their father, 

mending their nets; and He called them. 22 Immediately they left the boat and their father, and 

followed Him” (vv. 18-22). 

As Jesus walks along the Sea of Galilee, he sees two sets of brothers; all of them 

fisherman. And he tells them, “follow me.” Now, Jesus had already established a relationship 

with these men. We know from John’s gospel that he has already spent time with them. But 

now, he’s saying, “It’s time to go. My ministry is starting. Join me.” In the first century, it was 

common for Rabbis to have apprentices; people who literally followed them around. That’s 

how you got an education; by attaching yourself to a Rabbi. But here’s what stands out about 

Jesus. First, he doesn’t wait for students to come to him. Instead, he seeks them out. Often, a 

rabbi wouldn’t seek out followers. He’d let people come to him and express interest. And once 

people had proven that they “had the goods;” that they were devout enough, or smart enough; 

a rabbi would say, “ok, I’ll allow you to follow me.” But Jesus doesn’t make these men prove 

themselves. He takes the initiative. He just says “follow.” Literally, “come behind me.” Second, 

notice that Jesus doesn’t pick the cream of the crop; not from a human perspective anyways. 

When Jesus picks his followers, he doesn’t go to the seminaries, or the religious institutions of 

the day. He doesn’t pick those with religious or political influence. Instead, he goes to a place of 

commerce. And he picks tradesman; people who weren’t educated; who lacked formal training. 

One commentator says that this hardly looks like a “world-changing task force.”1 And from a 

human perspective it isn’t. But that’s exactly what Jesus intends to make these men.    
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Notice that Jesus defines the end from the beginning. He says “get close to me, and I will 

make you” What? “fishers of men.” You used to catch fish. Now, you’ll catch people. The 

disciples will proclaim the gospel and call people to repent and believe; and in so doing they’ll 

snatch people like fish from the waters of judgment. They’ll save them from sin and death. And 

that’s what Jesus promises to do. He will transform them into people who bring in a great catch 

for God’s kingdom.   

And these men respond to Jesus as though they’re being summoned by a King. 

Immediately – without hesitation – they leave their nets. They leave their livelihood. This was 

incredibly costly. These men weren’t seasonal workers. They fished year-round. But now, they 

will stop working for an extended period of time. And, they leave their families. James and John 

leave their father Zebedee in the boat. In this culture, family loyalty was paramount. But these 

men leave their Father. They’re leaving the family business. They’re putting him in a precarious 

financial. They’re putting their allegiance to Jesus over allegiance to family. That was radical.   

According to the New Testament, a Christian is a disciple; a follower of Jesus. If you’re a 

Christian, you’re already a follower of Christ. You’ve made the costly decision to follow him. 

And when Jesus calls you, he intends to make you a fisher of people. If you stay close to him, 

you will learn to make disciples. A disciple is a disciple-maker; someone who tells people about 

Jesus; someone who teaches others to grow in Jesus; which means excuses don’t work. If 

you’re on the team, the coach says “get in.” It doesn’t matter if you think you’re not ready. It 

matters what Jesus thinks, because he’s the coach. More than that, he’s the king. We don’t 

have the right to take ourselves out of the game. Jesus wants us making disciples.   

Jesus picks unexpected people, like us. So who is Jesus calling you to invest in? How can 

you help that person grow in Christ? To help someone grow, you just need to be one step 

ahead. You just need to have something to give away; something that Jesus is teaching you, 

that you can teach them. So what is Jesus teaching you from his word? Who can you give it 

away to? Start there.  

3. Mission with Unexpected Results: Jesus begins his mission in an unexpected place.  

He chooses unexpected people to assist him. And third, his ministry has unexpected results. 

Jesus explodes in popularity. But as we’ll see, his popularity is short-lived. In verses 23-25, 

Matthew provides a snapshot of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee. He says, “Jesus was going 

throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom, 

and healing every kind of disease and every kind of sickness among the people. 24 The news 

about Him spread throughout all Syria; and they brought to Him all who were ill, those suffering 

with various diseases and pains, demoniacs, epileptics, paralytics; and He healed them. 25 Large 

crowds followed Him from Galilee and the Decapolis and Jerusalem and Judea and from beyond 

the Jordan” (vv. 23-25). Jesus’ ministry starts with a bang. He begins teaching people, informally 

dialoging with them. And he also preaches. He’s giving formal presentations to larger crowds. 

And he’s proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom. Now at this point, I don’t think Jesus is 
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preaching the full “gospel” message; not as we understand it. He’s not telling the people about 

his impending death, or resurrection. But he’s proclaiming the good news that God’s reign is 

breaking through; that the kingdom of light is pushing back the kingdom of darkness. And Jesus 

is the good news, isn’t he? Everywhere Jesus goes, things get better. He is the reality of God’s 

kingdom breaking through. One writer has said that Jesus was a “contagion of purity.”2 

Everywhere he goes, sickness gets healed; the outcast is restored; the oppressed are liberated. 

Everything Jesus touches is better.  

And Jesus’ ministry explodes. In today’s terms, we’d say that, “Jesus has gone viral.” 

People from the north, and east, and south are flocking to him. And even people from Judea – 

from the more influential part of Israel – are coming to find out about Jesus. And at this point, I 

almost expect Jesus to just march on Jerusalem, and declare himself the Messiah. He has 

generated this huge following. He could ride this momentum all the way to the throne.  

But this isn’t what Jesus does. He doesn’t listen to the hype. He doesn’t try to leverage 

the crowds, and build some popular movement, and take the throne by force. Instead, he sees 

the crowds as a pool of not actual followers, but potential followers; because he knows that 

they don’t yet really understand what it means to follow him. Right now, they follow him as a 

celebrity; not as a King. So over the next 11 chapters, Jesus teaches on the nature of 

discipleship; on the cost of following him. And he weeds out the sincere people from the 

insincere people. And by the end of chapter 16, when Jesus decides to leave Galilee and go to 

Jerusalem to suffer and die, the only people following him are the 12 disciples, and a few 

women. That’s it. Jesus doesn’t get distracted from his mission. He doesn’t think that initial 

exuberance is indicative of serious discipleship. Jesus’ initial popularity was not a sign of things 

to come.  

And that’s important for us to remember; because we love to try and predict what will 

happen, don’t we? We love to figure out trends; to predict what’s coming. After game 3 of the 

NBA finals, I was listening to some of the local broadcasters talk about the series. And 

immediately after the game, one of them says, “this series is over!” And I’m thinking, “No! Don’t 

say that! Being up 3-0 isn’t that different than being up 3-1!” We love to think we can figure 

things out beforehand. This is why pollsters are so popular. It’s tempting to think that we can 

just crunch the data, and figure out what’s going to happen. And oftentimes, we can. We can 

predict things. But there’s a danger of inferring that we can also predict what’s going to happen 

in the spiritual realm; to think “well, God is doing this, so here’s what’s about to happen.” The 

truth is that we just don’t know what God’s going to do next. We can’t predict what’s coming. 

This is one reason it’s so helpful to study church history.  

A hundred years ago, the big debate in the church was over miracles. In America, people 

in mainline denominations were saying, “listen, Jesus’ ethical teaching is great. But all of the 

miracles; the virgin birth; the resurrection; we can’t believe in these things anymore. We live in a 

scientific age. We can’t expect people to believe in these legends. We need to keep Christian 
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morality. But if we want Christianity to survive, we need to expunge it of all the miraculous 

elements.” And what ended up happening? Denominations that began to deny the supernatural 

dwindled in influence. And Pentecostalism – the movement of Christians most open to the 

miraculous – exploded. No one could’ve predicated that one hundred years ago.  

We just don’t know what God is going to do. And that keeps us from being too puffed 

up in the good times; from assuming that we’re really being effective. And it keeps us from 

discouragement in the bad times. When the prayers aren’t getting answered; when we feel like 

we aren’t influencing people at all; when we feel like we’re getting no traction whatsoever, God 

might be doing his greatest work. Just look at the ministry of Jesus. He begins with a bang; with 

this viral movement that sweeps across Israel. But – from a human standpoint – he ends with a 

whimper. At the end of his ministry, he’s all alone; totally rejected. And yet, that’s the most 

fruitful moment of his entire ministry; when he saves the world from sin and death. We just 

don’t know what God is up to. So stay faithful. Keep praying. Keep loving. Keep seeking. Keep 

sharing the gospel. We simply don’t know what God is going to do. Our most futile moments 

may actually be our most fruitful.  

And the one who motivates us to keep pressing when things are dark is Jesus. Jesus 

jumps into the floodwaters of judgment to catch us; and bring us into fellowship with God. 

Jesus went to the darkest place; endured the most futility; to bear fruit. And if Jesus loves me 

that much, I can continue following him, and continue ministering; even when it seems totally 

fruitless. Let’s pray.    
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