In the Name of the Father and of the  Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
Grace and Peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ and may our Lord and Savior sanctify you in the truth, for His word is truth. Amen
Fifth Sunday after the Epiphany (2019)
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“And when he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out into the deep and let down your nets for a catch.” And Simon answered, “Master, we toiled all night and took nothing! But at your word I will let down the nets.” And when they had done this, they enclosed a large number of fish, and their nets were breaking . . . But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord.” For he and all who were with him were astonished at the catch of fish that they had taken, 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.” And when they had brought their boats to land, they left everything and followed him.” (Luke 5:4-6, 8–11, ESV) 

Having moved to Capernaum, a city on the northwestern bank of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus finds Himself in a community where people are starved for God’s Word. So, everywhere Jesus went He finds Himself preaching to crowds. Such is the case in St. Luke’s gospel for this morning. Jesus is preaching to a crowd at the shoreline. The crowd is so eager to hear every word they begin to press closer to Him, fearful they’ll miss a pertinent point. In fact, the crowd presses so near that it is uncomfortable for Jesus. He is being pushed nearer and nearer the water’s edge.

I can’t help but think, wouldn’t it be great if our little church was filled every Sunday with people pressing nearer and nearer to the pulpit to hear the Word of God proclaimed? Wouldn’t it be marvelous if the community of Paris was filled with people who desired nothing more than to hear the Word of God in all its truth and purity? Yes, it would be a great thing to see others flock to the House of the Lord to hear His Word and come to believe in the atoning sacrifice of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, for the forgiveness of their sins and the salvation of their souls.
Looking around, Jesus sees two boats moored by the Lake. He steps into one of them, one owned by St. Peter, and He asks St. Peter to move the boat away from the shore. Once the boat was away from the shore, and Jesus is no longer concerned that the crowd might push Him into the lake, He sits down in the boat and continues to teach the people. When our Lord is finished, He turns to St. Peter and asks him to, “Put out into the deep and let down your nets for a catch.” (v. 4) St. Peter had been out on the lake all night, without success, and he was ready to retire to his house. However, the preaching of Jesus has moved him, and he says, “at your word I will let down the nets.” (v. 5) I think we can rightly say St. Peter is a little skeptical, thinking, if I couldn’t catch fish during the night, what makes Jesus think I’ll catch any this morning. None-the-less, St. Peter moves his boat into deeper water and lets down the net. He can’t believe his eyes! He can’t believe this miracle! His catch is overwhelming. There are so many fish in the net that St. Peter and his crew are unable to haul it in. He must call to St. John and St. James for help. In fact, the catch is so large that their two boats can barely contain it. The very weight of the fish was threatening to sink the boats.

St. Peter realizes that it was the word of Jesus which made this possible. It was the words of Jesus that convinced St. Peter to move into deeper water, into a place where St. Peter least expected to catch fish. Yet it was where Jesus knew fish would be in abundance. By His word, Jesus overcame St. Peter’s doubt. So, awed by this miracle, St. Peter, falling to his knees, blurts out, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord.” (v. 8) St. Peter recognizes that Jesus is the “Holy One of God,” and like Isaiah, he is thinking, “Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” (Isaiah 6:5, ESV) But Christ did not come to condemn St. Peter, but to save him.

Not only St. Peter, but St. John and St. James are also overwhelmed by this miracle catch. Fear begins to strike them as it has St. Peter. This man Jesus says things and does things no other man can do. Seeing their fear, their realization that they are unworthy to be with Him, Jesus tells them, “Do not be afraid.” His words are words of absolution. This miracle of the fish is a small taste of the miracles yet to be produced, especially the miracle of the forgiveness of sins. Then Jesus says, “from now on you will be catching men.” (v. 10) Jesus called them from their present vocation as fishermen to a new vocation as fishers of men.
This account of the calling of the apostles is filled with catechetical settings. Jesus is teaching and others, including St. Peter, are hearing the Word of God from the mouth of the Messiah. St. Peter and the others will be called to be hearers of the Word, disciples, and catechumens. Our Lord is calling them into the first catechism class and into their training as Apostles of Christ. Notice, the preaching comes first, and everything that happens is a result of our Lord’s words. Moreover, this preaching takes place in a setting of water, and boats, and nets.
Because Jesus is present in the boat, the boat becomes a symbol of the church, where His teaching and miracles take place and where believers are gathered. In fact, the church had this in mind when it named that part of the sanctuary where people sit and listen to the Word of God, the Nave, which is Latin for boat or ship. The miracle we’re witnessing is how the church comes into existence through preaching. The sainted Dr. Luther captured the significance of this gospel reading, saying, “the sea is the world, the fish are people, the net is the preaching of the Gospel, and the boat is the church.” The great catch of fish represents the great number of souls that are brought into the church through the preaching of the Gospel. There is no other entrance than through the net, the preaching of the kingdom of God. Moreover, unlike the fish which normally were caught by St. Peter and slated for someone’s dinner table, those who are caught by the net of the Gospel are the living dead who are caught and given eternal life through the life-giving word of the Gospel.
All this reminds us of Article VII [The Church] defined in the Augsburg Confession, which states: “It is also taught among us that one holy Christian church will be and remain forever. This is the assembly of all believers among who the Gospel is preached in its purity and the holy sacraments are administered according to the Gospel. For it is sufficient for the true unity of the Christian church that the Gospel be preached in conformity with a pure understanding of it and that the sacraments be administered in accordance with the divine Word.”
This is our confession. It is what we believe, teach, and confess because it is the true doctrine of the Gospel, because it is biblical truth to be preached from every pulpit! But such hope dies when men are silent as our Confession is dismantled piece by piece, as the place for being a Lutheran in the traditional structure of the Lutheran Church is constricted more and more, as God’s Word is set aside. No longer is there a consensus regarding what God’s Word demands, what the Gospel actually is, what Baptism and the Lord’s Supper truly are. What holds churches together today are their constitutions, their apparatus for running things, their property, and their money. But these are but “human traditions” or rites and ceremonies. They are not what Article VII of the Augsburg Confession says creates the true unity of the Church.

In the true Church, every soul caught in the net of the Gospel becomes a member of the Body of Christ; “those sanctified in Christ Jesus, [and]called to be saints” (1 Corinthians 1:2, ESV) But sadly, this great and holy Body of Christ is constantly being attacked by the forces of division. Satan would not have us remain unified. He knows that for us to remain unified and steadfast in the teaching of the Gospel in all its truth and purity and the distribution of the Sacraments according to the commands of Christ means he would become powerless over our flesh. However, it is to true Christian unity that St. Paul exhorts us, when in his letter to the church at Ephesus he writes; “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called, with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one another in love, eager to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to the one hope that belongs to your call— one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.” (Ephesians 4:1–6, ESV) 

Caught in the net of the Gospel, brought into the Body of Christ, made a child of God through the waters of holy Baptism, fed on the true body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ in and under bread and wine, we are one, sharing a common confession, sharing a common faith in the resurrection to eternal life because of the life, death, and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ who once sat in a boat, proclaimed the Gospel and called men into discipleship with Him.

Our Lord said to St. Peter, St. John, and St. James; “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching men.” (v. 10) These words He has also said to you. You, too, have been caught and made a disciple of Jesus. Therefore, Jesus has added a new vocation to your list of vocations; He has called you to be a disciple of His, that you may cast the net of the Gospel into unchartered waters, catching the living dead, pulling them into the boat of the church, where, by the power of the Holy Spirit they will be baptized, catechized, and fed the very body and blood of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of their sins and the blessing of eternal life. In the name of Jesus. Amen.
May the Peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen
