Third Sunday After Epiphany – January 25, 2026
Matthew 4:12-23
I have a coping mechanism to stress – and that’s withdrawal. As things get too stressful or I get anxious about things, I tend to go into avoidance mode.  Sometimes it looks like procrastination, other times it complete and utter ignoring of what’s happening. I know this about myself and work to make sure that it’s not detrimental. However, I also recognize that it’s a means to protect myself. To allow myself time to process things before I have to face them. To come up with a plan and set it in place all at once.
So, I found myself relating to Jesus a bit here at the beginning of our gospel today. News had just gotten to him that John the Baptist had been arrested.  If you know the end of the story of John, you know that’s not good news.  John doesn’t make it out alive.
So, Jesus, whether he was overwhelmed, upset, distraught, angry... whatever he was feeling about this news, he withdrew. This happens right as his ministry is beginning.  In Matthew, right before this, was when he was in the wilderness facing temptation. I can imagine he was feeling a bit weary after being tempted by Satan. And then adding bad news on top of that Just as your to be beginning your ministry. I’m not surprised he withdrew. Just pulled back for a moment to gather his thoughts, to get himself settled in Galilee – in Capernaum. 
The Greek word here: anachoreo – which means to withdraw - is used ten times in Matthew’s gospel—each time as Jesus’ response to violence or conflict. But we see in his withdrawal, it wasn’t into solitude. It didn’t have no purpose. He withdrew, and then began to draw attention to his purpose. “Repent, for the dominion of heaven is drawing near.” Words straight out of John the Baptists mouth.
Jesus withdrew and then began pointing towards his kingdom. A different way of being than the world people were living in now. In response to the violence of John’s arrest and eventual beheading, Jesus points to a different way A way of peace, non-violence, and love by following him. To repent is to turn away from sin that separates us from God. 
Repentance isn’t just asking forgiveness, but an actual turning. An actual change occurs in repentance. As Jesus called Simon and Andrew, they dropped their nets and followed Jesus. As Jesus called James and John, they immediately left their boat and followed Jesus. His followers turned from what they knew and followed this new way of life – as a disciple of Jesus.
As we discern our calling to follow Jesus, what do we need to turn away from? What do we need to repent from in this world today? What do we need to withdraw away from? As we faced another tumultuous week of violence in the US, as followers of Christ, we are all being called to reflect on this now. As Christ’s followers, what must we drop, what must we turn away from immediately? Following Jesus example, how would he respond to the incidents happening in our world?
How would he respond to violence?
How would he treat immigrants?
How would he react to our division?
God’s kingdom is centered around his two greatest commandments – to love God and to love our neighbors. And we’re doing a pretty terrible job at both right now. Every time a news story pops up and I hear of another tragic event happening, my gut reaction has been avoidance.  I cannot take another piece of bad news. My brain just cannot process it all.
Jesus words in our gospel today are for me to hear this morning. And I hope you hear them as well. It is time to withdraw. But not to ignore what is happening. But to pull back and repent. To turn from the ways of the world. And turn towards the ways of Christ. Amen.
