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� mattHeW 4:12-25 records 
Jesus calling four of His 
twelve disciples. each of the 

four was a fisherman. notice some of 
the details. peter and his brother were 
casting a net in the sea of Galilee. 
Likewise, James and John were mend-
ing their nets. the details in this set-
ting deserve exploration. With a bet-
ter understanding of the fishermen in 
Jesus’ day, we can better grasp what His 
call meant to them.

Who Were the Fishermen?
in Jesus’ day, most people living in 
israel depended on farming and fish-
ing for food. Fishing thus became an 
important industry, one that was quite 
profitable. Fishermen generally made 
more money than farmers.1 

While fishing was a good way 
to make a living, it was not easy. it 
involved back-breaking work that 
required fishermen to stay busy for 
long hours every day. the fishing 
industry involved a predictable but gru-
eling routine. Fishermen would go out 
in their boats at night and bring in their 
catch early in the morning. then they 
would separate the fish they caught, salt 
them down in order to preserve them, 
and deliver them to the market. they 
sold some fish in Jerusalem at the desig-
nated entrance to the city that everyone 
referred to as the Fish Gate.2 

the work made fishermen 
rugged and durable, but it could 
also make them coarse. they 
could be harsh and crude in 
their speech and behavior. that 
trait did not prevent Jesus, however, 
from including seasoned fishermen in 
His band of disciples. He obviously 
knew about the reputation of the fish-
ermen He invited to join Him. take 
James and John, for instance. they 
were brothers who worked in their 
father’s fishing business; Jesus named 
them “sons of thunder” (mark 3:17).3 

the nickname implied Jesus knew 
about their reputation for getting loud 
and perhaps even violent at times. 

a fisherman’s lack of refined social 
skills may have hampered him in some 
ways, but it did not prevent him from 
nurturing productive business relation-
ships with other fishermen. although 
some fishermen probably chose to 
work by themselves, others formed 
partnerships that enabled them to catch 
more fish, expand their businesses, and 
increase their profit.4

Where Did They Fish?
all kinds of fish flourished in the 
mediterranean sea, but the fishermen 
in israel did not seem to be drawn 
there. instead they gave their attention 
to the fresh-water inland lake com-
monly known as the sea of Galilee. 

the prominence of the fishing 
industry was evident in the growth of 
towns and villages surrounding the sea 
of Galilee. Jesus chose Capernaum, a 
town on the northern shore of the lake, 
to be the center of His Galilean min-
istry. in and around Capernaum, He 
preached to large crowds. Capernaum 
also happened to be a center of business 
for the Galilean fishing industry. 

Fishing also influenced the names 
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Lads in a boat on 
the Nile, ready for 
a day of net fishing.

Below: Mycenaean 
pottery found at 
Paphos on Cyprus, 
bowl on stand, 

decorated with a 
fish motif. Dated 
about 1200 B.C.
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of towns and villages in the area. For 
example, Bethsaida was a seashore 
town not far away from Capernaum. a 
predominantly Gentile town, the name 
meant “the fishing place.”5 

Fishermen in israel favored the sea 
of Galilee because they could harvest 
different kinds of fish from there. 
three varieties were particularly plen-
tiful. a small fish that resembled a 
sardine grew well there. tilapia, oth-
erwise known as st. peter’s Fish, flour-
ished there too. so did carp, which was 
somewhat larger than tilapia. although 
fishermen in the sea of Galilee caught 
catfish and eels, they normally dis-
carded them because Jewish people did 
not eat them (matt. 13:47-48).6

Fishermen focused their work in the 
sea of Galilee for another reason. no 
other significant body of fresh water 
suitable for fishing existed in israel. 
even the Jordan river held little prom-
ise for productive fishing. the Jordan 
flowed from the sea of Galilee to the 
dead sea. Fish that made their way 
from the lake and down the Jordan 
were not as plentiful or very large. if 
they got to the mouth of the dead sea, 
they died in the salt water.7

What Equipment Did They Use?
in the days of the Old testament, 
people fished in the mediterranean as 
well as the sea of Galilee. We have 
few details, though, of how they caught 
fish. three references in Job suggest 

people used hooks and harpoons to 
catch fish (Job 41:1-2,7). the hooks were 
made of bone or iron and attached to a 
line that the fisherman held by hand.8

the new testament has an account 
involving the use of hooks to catch a fish 
(see matt. 17:27). the vast majority of 
new testament references about fish-
ing, though, involve nets. Fishermen 
in the first century used three different 
kinds of nets, each indicated by a dif-
ferent Greek word. matthew mentions 
each in his Gospel. 

Fishermen sometimes used a simple 

cast net, typically round and about 
13 feet in diameter. Fisherman placed 
heavy objects like stones around the 
edge so the net would sink quickly. 
Whether in a boat, on shore, or in 
shallow water, fishermen would keep 
this type net close at hand so they 
could cast it over a school of fish. 
even though this simple net was use-
ful, fishermen could use it only during 
the day.9 this was the type peter and 

Below: Bronze har-
poons and hooks, 
Egyptian, dated 
about 1300 B.C. 
Harpoon use was 
typically for sports 
fishing. Single fish-

ermen used rods, 
lines, and hooks. 
Those who made 
their living off of 
fishing, though, 
typically used 
nets.

Below: Located 
in the Church of 
Saint Lot and Saint 
Procopius (early 
Christian martyrs) 
a mosaic dating 
to the mid-6th 
cent. A.D. depicts 
a man pole fishing.

Right: Limestone 
decorative frag-
ment from Egypt 
dates about 
2700–2200 B.C. 
and shows three 
flathead mullets 
(Mugil cephalus, 
Latin).
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andrew were using when Jesus called 
them: “as He was walking along the 
sea of Galilee, He saw two brothers, 
simon, who was called peter, and his 
brother andrew. they were casting 
a net into the sea, since they were  
fishermen” (matt. 4:18).

another kind of net was something 
like a dragnet or a seine. about 16 feet 
high and up to 800 feet long, this net 
had rocks tied to the bottom and float-
ers attached to the top. Fishermen in 
one boat could use it, or they could 
suspend it between two boats that were 
guided close to shore. From there, they 
would pull the dragnet onto shore with 
ropes. that was why fishermen favored 
a sandy shore with a gentle slope. Jesus 
compared this type net to the kingdom 
of heaven: “again, the kingdom of 

heaven is like a large net thrown into 
the sea. it collected every kind of fish, 
and when it was full, they dragged it 
ashore, sat down, and gathered the good 
fish into containers, but threw out the 
worthless ones” (13:47-48).

still another kind of net was a 
little more complex and resembled a 
modern-day trammel net. it actually 
consisted of a series of parallel nets 
that fishermen suspended between two 
boats. Fishermen in a third boat would 
drive the fish into the nets. this kind 
of complex net worked particularly 
well for catching big fish in deep water. 
this was the type net that peter and 
andrew used in their fishing busi-
ness before they began to follow Jesus. 
“immediately they left their nets and 
followed Him” (4:20). 

a fisherman depended on his nets 
and thus took good care of them. every 
day he would wash, inspect, and mend 
his nets. that is what peter was doing 
the day Jesus encouraged him to try 
one more time to bring in a catch. that 
was also the day peter left his nets and 
followed Jesus as a disciple (Luke 5:1-11).

With these details, we get a clearer 
picture of what Jesus had in mind 
when He told peter and andrew that 
He would make them “fish for peo-
ple” (matt. 4:19). as we reflect on the 
details today, we have a greater appre-
ciation of His call for His disciples  
in the twenty-first century.               i
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Above: 
Overlooking the 
ruins of ancient 
Capernaum with 
the Sea of Galilee 
in the distance.

Upper left: 
Gentleman sells 
musht, also known 
as "St. Peter's 
fish," at an open-
air market outside 
of Luxor, Egypt.

Left: Fishermen 
working with their 
nets, at the harbor 
of Patmos.
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