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        FISHING FOR SINNERS
5 On one occasion, while the crowd was pressing in on him to hear the word of God, he was standing by the lake of Gennesaret, 2 and he saw two boats by the lake, but the fishermen had gone out of them and were washing their nets. 3 Getting into one of the boats, which was Simon's, he asked him to put out a little from the land. And he sat down and taught the people from the boat. 4 And when he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out into the deep and let down your nets for a catch.” 5 And Simon answered, “Master, we toiled all night and took nothing! But at your word I will let down the nets.” 6 And when they had done this, they enclosed a large number of fish, and their nets were breaking. 7 They signaled to their partners in the other boat to come and help them. And they came and filled both the boats, so that they began to sink. 8 But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus' knees, saying, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord.” 9 For he and all who were with him were astonished at the catch of fish that they had taken, 10 and so also were James and John, sons of Zebedee, who were partners with Simon. And Jesus said to Simon, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching men.” 11 And when they had brought their boats to land, they left everything and followed him.

 Introduction
1. Now that you have heard the passage read, what do you think the main idea is? There are many things happening here. Jesus is teaching large crowds. Peter is getting a lesson in paying attention to Jesus. The fishermen are learning how many fish it takes to begin breaking nets and sinking boats. They also are beginning to learn that Jesus has more in mind for them than catching fish. Verses 1-3 set this up. Jesus is pressed by the people as He is teaching. Most would have difficulty seeing and hearing Him. So, He gets into a floating pulpit and a few yards from the shore He can speak and everyone can see and hear. Remember that Peter is in the boat (maybe also Andrew – verses 6,7 using the word. “they”). It’s not clear how much attention Peter was paying to Jesus’ teaching, but he heard Jesus loud and clear call him to row out into the deep and cast the nets. And he wasn’t thrilled about it! 
2. Trying to put this under one heading, my mind and heart seemed to be directed to the idea of becoming a disciple, a follower of Jesus. That’s how the passage ends, but there were some things that had to be dealt with before these men would lay aside their lives to follow Jesus. And these things will resurface again and again through the Gospel, but this was a great beginning in their walk with Jesus. And certainly, this holds for us some significant application.

3. It is not easy being a disciple of the Lord Jesus. Before these men laid aside their boats and nets and trusted Jesus enough to follow Him, they had to deal with three obstacles. These are similar to what we also encounter.  

4. Let me talk to our kids for a moment before we get started. Kids, today we are going to talk about fishing, but a whole lot more. Peter was a fisherman. He knew how to fish. That was his job. Sometimes he caught a lot of fish. Sometimes he didn’t catch any fish. In this story, Peter fished all night. How many fish did he catch (None)? Jesus had Peter in the boat while He taught the people. After teaching, Jesus told Peter to row out to deeper water and throw in his nets and that he would catch some fish. Peter obeyed, but he didn’t what (Believe)? When the nets filled with fish, what did Peter do (Fell at Jesus’ knees)? What did Peter tell Jesus to do (Depart from him)? When they got back to shore what did Peter leave to follow Jesus (Everything)?
I.
DOUBTING HIM, THINKING WE ALREADY KNOW THE ANSWER 
A.
General knowledge 
1.
Can you almost hear Peter saying, “With all due respect, Jesus, we are the fishermen. You are a carpenter. We know what we are doing. The optimum time to fish is past and most of the nets are already cleaned. To do what you suggest is a pointless waste of time (not to mention that we are exhausted).”
2.
Peter knew when to fish and when to give it up for the day. And this was clearly, in his mind, the time to give it up.  
B.
Personal experience 
1.
“Master, we toiled all night and took nothing” was not something that Jesus had to be told. It was obvious from the washing of nets and the absence of fish. This was something of a weak protest by Peter. (Unfortunately, this would not be the last time Jesus’ disciples would protest something He said). Peter might have been a master fisherman, but Jesus was Master of everything! Right now Peter didn’t trust Jesus. 
2.
This was more than throwing a line in the water. This was a demanding request. Jesus was asking Peter, who had worked all night and had not slept, who had handled hundreds of pounds of wet nets time after time after time throughout the night without catching anything – and now its midday! It’s time to get some rest, not to go back to fishing!
3.
Will you note that Jesus was not suggesting to Peter that he ought to take a chance and try one more time and maybe he might catch something. Jesus gives a command, accompanied with the assurance, that Peter would catch fish - “Put out into the deep and let down your nets for a catch.” 
4.
You know the story. The reluctant response resulted in a catch so large that it strained all their resources to manage it! How often we find ourselves in a situation where we believe we already know the answer – and often it is a negative answer. We hear the Word of God, but we really don’t believe it. We are pretty sure we know where this is going. Never doubt what God has said in His Word. He is always right – even if the answer He has promised seems to us to need a miracle to happen. How often have we doubted Him thinking we already know the answer? And when what God said would happen, happens, instead of being overwhelmed with joy, we are ashamed.  Check this out - But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus' knees, saying, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord.” What are we to make of this?  If obstacle number one is doubting the Lord, thinking we already know the answer, obstacle number two is being…

II.
ASHAMED OF OURSELVES, BELIEVING WE ARE DISQUALIFIED TO FOLLOW HIM - This is the greatest thing that ever happened to Peter while he was fishing! But once the fish are in the boat he collapses before Jesus in shame. Why?
A.
Seeing Jesus through dirty eyes 
1.
Peter had not believed that what Jesus said was so. Peter was a sinner and he had sinned here by failing to trust Jesus’ word. When he saw what Jesus did, he couldn’t look at Him. He fell at Jesus’ knees. He was ashamed at his unbelief.
2.
I have gone back and forth on this, but right now, I don’t think this was worship. Perhaps we could see it as a precursor for worship. But Peter is not worshiping. He is seeing Jesus through dirty eyes. Mostly Peter is seeing himself, not Jesus. That’s the way it is when we fail to trust Him. (But there is an important truth here that we must not forget – “Those who know themselves to be sinners are the most responsive to Jesus…” (Garland, p. 228).
3.
As sinful humans, we don’t do well in the presence of glory. And particularly, if we have just doubted Him, and then He does something that only He could do, we feel ashamed. And when we feel ashamed, we feel worthless and maybe even unredeemable. I think that’s why Peter said, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord.” David Garland wrote, “A holy presence brings destruction to those who are unholy.” You can see why Peter acted as he did. He saw Jesus through dirty eyes.  That leads me to suggest that Peter was…    
B.
Seeing Jesus through a confused head (mind)
1.
Think about it. Jesus and Peter are in a boat on the Lake in deep water. They have so many fish, that the nets and breaking. Others with another boat are coming and both boats are being filled up with fish, so much so, that they are beginning to sink. Having secured the catch, Peter bows before Jesus at His knees and in shame, Peter is telling Jesus to depart from him. Where is Jesus going to go?

2.
Someone is going to say, “But Jesus can walk on water.” That would happen later, but Peter didn’t know that Jesus could do that, and Jesus doesn’t take orders from His disciples anyway. Peter wasn’t thinking straight. We never do when we are aware of our sin and ashamed of it. That is when we need His presence the most! We need Him to cleanse us, not go away! Peter was not disqualified. He was learning his need for his Savior. Will you notice that Peter here is the first to call Jesus, “Lord.” 
3.
This was really not about the fish at all. This was symbolic of the mission Jesus was calling Peter to engage in, and of the success Peter would have in a great haul of new disciples for Jesus! As one writer said, “Jesus does not flee from sinners but seeks them out (19:10), recruits them (5:27) and saves them (19:9). Simon remains a sinner but one who is commissioned to gain other sinners” (Garland, p. 229). But Peter wasn’t quite there yet in his understanding or in his experience. Peter was… 
III.
 AFRAID OF THE FUTURE, THINKING WE CAN NEVER BE SUCCESSFUL – Here is what Jesus said - “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching men.” Why was Peter afraid of the future? 
A.
Out of his area of expertise 
1.
Peter was a fisherman. He caught fish, killed them and sold them. That was his vocation. That’s how he lived. When Luke quotes Jesus, “from now on you will be catching men”, he uses a word that literally means catching alive. They would not be killed or reduced to servitude. They would be caught and set free with true life. Peter didn’t know anything about that.

2.
Peter was out of his area of expertise. He would have to learn what it was to be a disciple of Jesus if he was to be effective in teaching others, but Jesus was there to teach him now, and later He would send His Spirit. Most of us don’t do new things well. When we hear Jesus say, from now on you will be catching people, we are petrified – scared out of our minds! That was Peter!
3.
Listen again to what Jesus is saying – “from now on…” That’s what you are now, Peter – a people catcher! That’s what we are now, followers of Jesus, catching people with the Gospel. But we are afraid we will never be able to do that. Jesus doesn’t say, “From now on you need to go fishing for people.” He doesn’t say that. He says, “From now on you will, be catching people.” We will be successful because the bait we have is the Word of God and Jesus knows where the “fish” are! Peter was out of his area of expertise, but he didn’t need to be afraid! He just needed to follow the Master. As disciples of Jesus, we are all out of our area of expertise – but we don’t need that. We just need to do what He says!
B.
Out of his place of comfort and resource – “They left everything…” 
1.
They would fish again, but that would not be the main thing in their lives. The emphasis surely is that these disciples were leaving everything at the height of their success to follow Jesus. They really didn’t know where this would lead, but it didn’t matter as long as they were following Him. Can we say that? 
2.
In reality, they were leaving nothing permanent to attach themselves to the eternal. Missionary martyr, Jim Elliott, wrote, “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.” Peter and James and John and the others, who would join later, were beginning to learn that truth!  


B.
Out of his role of leader to follower 
1.
These guys owned their own business. They were in charge. But they walked away from all of it to be a follower of Jesus. 
2.
The assignment from Jesus was “to catch people for life.” That’s what the Gospel does. That assignment was not just for Peter, but for all who would be disciples of Jesus.   
Conclusion

1. Peter asked Jesus to depart from him because he was a sinful man. I was struck by this simple quotation from David Garland (p. 223) – Jesus does not flee sinners but seeks them. He does not simply offer forgiveness but recruits them to gain other sinners.” 
2. So, what are the obstacles in our way that keep us from following Jesus? Is there some doubt that keeps us from following Him? Does shame ever enter the picture? “I’m too messed up. God could never use me.” Are we afraid of the cost, afraid of the unknown, afraid of the uncertainty of it all? God has called us to be people catchers and He has told us that we will be successful. All we have to do is follow Him. What do you think? Can we do that? 
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