The LCA provides this sermon edited for lay-reading, with thanks to the original author.
Sermon for Epiphany 5 C
Luke 5:1-11

Perhaps some of you have been or are involved in recruitment in your paid work. This can involve tasks such as writing up job specs, identifying talent, sifting through resumes, and conducting job interviews. Perhaps some of you are more familiar with the other side of that equation in applying for jobs, going to interviews, and trying to work out what employers want. 

In some Bibles, the heading for this text is ‘Jesus calls the first disciples’, which is a good summary. Jesus is, in a way, in recruitment mode here. He is selecting those people who are to be with him for the next several years, and who will travel a hard road with him. As employers look for certain characteristics in candidates, here in this text we learn something about the characteristics of a Christian disciple, and how what Jesus is looking for is different from our normal way of doing things in the world. First, we learn that a disciple has complete trust in Jesus in all of life. Second, we learn that a disciple acknowledges his or her unworthiness. Third we learn that a disciple is a people-catcher. 
So first, a defining characteristic of a Christian disciple is complete trust in Jesus in all of life. But let’s make that even a bit more specific. A characteristic of a Christian disciple is to trust in Christ even in aspects of life where we think we know better. Let me say that again, trusting in Christ even in aspects of life where we think we know better. Let’s see how this comes up in the text. 

Simon Peter, James and John were fishermen. They seemed to have a reasonably good fishing business going, because they had their own boats and nets and that sort of thing. This particular night they hadn’t had much luck in their fishing. In fact, they hadn’t caught a thing. Jesus comes up to Simon and has the audacity to say: ‘Put out into the deep water and let down your nets for a catch’. This is when Simon responds, ‘Master, we have worked all night long but have caught nothing’. Can’t you just connect with the emotions Simon Peter must have been feeling at that moment? 

It’s like you spend a whole morning trying to figure out some problem, and a well-meaning friend comes along and says, ‘Oh did you try plugging it in? Or, ‘make sure it’s turned on’. It’s quite frustrating isn’t it? Of course, I’ve tried that and a hundred other things! Even more frustrating when they’re right! 

Here it’s Jesus the carpenter giving fishing advice to fishermen. These guys knew what they were doing. They knew you didn’t catch the fish in the deep water but in the shallower water. You didn’t catch the fish in the day but at night. What’s remarkable then in Simon Peter’s reaction is that he does trust. He says, ‘If you say so, I will let down the nets’. And it works! A miracle! So many fish that the nets begin to break and the boats begin to sink. Do you see how this shows us that to be a disciple is to trust Jesus even in aspects of life when we think we know better? There really is something important here. 

It’s one thing for people to hear the gospel of the forgiveness of sins and the gift of eternal life that is offered and to trust in Christ for this. It is another thing to trust the Lord in all of life. Let’s think of a couple examples. Take how we handle money. Jesus says things like: ‘Give to everyone who begs from you…’ Luke 6:30. ‘Lend expecting nothing in return…’ Luke 6:35. ‘Do not store up treasures on earth where moth and rust consume and where thieve break in and destroy…’ Matt 6:19. 
In other words, when it comes to money Jesus’ teaching tends toward radical generosity to those in need and having a very light grip on the things of this world. But aren’t we tempted to think: ‘Thanks for the forgiveness of sins and the gift of eternal life Jesus, but let me take care of the financial side of things. After all, I know how the economy and the stock market works, and I think I’ve got this covered.’  But a disciple trusts Jesus in all of this, especially where we think we know better. Now don’t hear me wrong, Jesus’ teaching doesn’t prohibit us from buying shares and thinking wisely about the future. However, it does call us to consider how our Christian faith affects the way we deal with our money. 

Another example could be how we carry out the work of the church in the world. Jesus tells us to go out and preach the good news, baptizing, and teaching them to observe everything I have commanded. But again, we’re tempted to think, that won’t work in our modern world Jesus. We think it’d work better if we just teach people some of the things you command but leave out other more difficult ones. Once again, a disciple trusts in Christ in all aspects of life, even the ones where we think we know better. 

The second characteristic here is that a disciple acknowledges his or her unworthiness of being a disciple. How does Simon Peter react to this wonderful miracle? He freaks out! He falls down before Jesus, probably among a pile of fish, and he says, ‘Go away from me Lord, for I am a sinful man’. What’s going on here? 

Simon Peter realizes immediately that the only person who could perform a miracle like this is God. He realizes he is, in some sense, in the presence of the Holy One. Peter knows that as a sinful person, 

it is as the writer to the Hebrews says, It is ‘a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God’. 

‘Our God is a consuming fire…’. Simon Peter knows his Scriptures. Peter simply responds just like Abraham and Moses and Isaiah and the shepherds in the fields did. He responds with holy fear. He responds by acknowledging his unworthiness to even be in Jesus’ presence, let alone be his disciple. 

Isn’t this a bit different from how it works in the world? We don’t want our candidates at job interviews telling us how unworthy they are for the job and begging us to go away from them! Yet this sort of spiritual realism and humility is at the heart of what it is to be a Christian disciple. Yet still this reaction of Peter can be difficult for us to understand. Perhaps it points us to one dimension of the spiritual life that we are out of step with as modern people, namely the proper awe and reverence for being in the presence of a holy God. 

Another commentator offers a slightly different explanation when he says:  

‘One reason why it is hard for us to understand the reaction of Peter is that we ourselves, in our own hearts and consciences, have perhaps never come to anything like Peter’s realization of our utter sinfulness. We are too liable to stand forth in the Temple like the Pharisee rather than far back, ashamed to look up, crushed in our bosom like the publican’ Lenski, 283. 

Have you ever had that deep realization of your utter sinfulness? It’s interesting to me that sometimes people outside the church realize this more clearly than us inside. Have you heard someone say in an almost joking way about not being able to come inside the church because the roof would probably fall in? This statement may be just an excuse, but it may have a deeper cause and shouldn't be brushed aside too lightly. This person may be expressing something similar to what Peter says when his sinfulness meets Jesus' holiness. It’s a realization that the true depth of our sinfulness can cause us to fear the Lord’s presence. The people who make those jokes are half right. 
What they’re missing of course is the good news of what God does for us in Jesus Christ. The good news is that Jesus has come now not with God’s fire of judgment for Peter, but with the fire of his love. He has come not to instil fear, but to say, ‘Do not be afraid’. If Peter’s words are his confession, 

Jesus’ response is his absolution. As it is for you this very day. 

Have you realized the true depth of your sin? Do you sometimes fear the presence of the almighty and holy God? Do not be afraid. In Jesus and his gracious presence for you is the forgiveness of your sins. The one here who teaches is the one who goes to the cross and rises again for sinners. The characteristic of a disciple is not one who has it all together. Not one who has the perfect life resume. A Christian disciple is one who confesses sins and receives forgiveness. It is one who acknowledges their unworthiness for Christ, but is found worthy in Christ. 
The final characteristic of a disciple, is to have a people-catching focus. ‘Do not be afraid, from now on you will be catching people’. They are transformed from fishermen to fishers of men in the old language. To follow the Lord Jesus as a disciple is not a private affair. It is a path which is always travelled with fellow disciples, and it a path which is always open and looking for how God is catching more people up in the net of his kingdom. What does this look like practically? What does it mean for us to be involved in this people-catching? 
Jesus here uses the fishing metaphor for describing God’s work in the world. Let’s stretch this picture a little further. 

One of the things you notice about people who love fishing is that they’re always looking for an opportunity to go. For those who are really into their fishing it’s always on their mind isn’t it? They’re checking the weather and the tides in the paper, they’re thinking about their next available free day when they can get out on the boat, they’re looking at getting a new rod or a new gadget. 
Fishing is part of their life.

This isn’t a bad way to think about the call of the disciple to be those who catch people. Don’t think of this people-catching as merely another task on the Christian to-do list, but as a mindset or an attitude, just like it is for people who love fishing. Our whole way of life as Christians and as a congregation is one where we’re always on the lookout for who God may be trying to catch. It’s about being aware and alert to the opportunities God provides. 
We’re aware in our families, in our workplace, in our streets, in our social circles - we’re always looking for that person who God brings across our path who he might be trying to catch for his kingdom. So that when someone asks us about our church or our faith, we are ready to ‘give an answer for the hope that is in us’ (1 Peter 3:15). You’ll be amazed at what God will do with your little efforts at fishing for people. 

This mindset also applies to us as a whole congregation. In all our congregational activities, we have in mind our call to be catching people for the Kingdom. When we make decisions about the future or when we plan any events, we can always be asking ourselves, ‘how we might use this as an opportunity to try and do some fishing for people?’ Christian disciples have a people-catching focus. 

There’s some of what we learn as Jesus recruits his first disciples. A disciple trusts in Christ even and especially in those areas of life where we think we know better. A disciple acknowledges his or her unworthiness, but receives the gracious word of pardon and peace, ‘do not be afraid’. A disciple is ready to be part of God’s ongoing work in the world, of catching people for his kingdom. God grant it to us for Jesus’ sake. Amen 
