           Sermon for February 4th, 2007:   “The Greatest Fish Story Ever Told!”
                                  ( Texts:  Isaiah 6:1-8; Acts 1:1-8; Luke 5:1-11 )

************************************************************************
     On Saturday, January 27th, my wife, Andrea, and her sister from Florida, Michelle, decided they wanted to experience ice fishing.  Andrea’s sister was especially curious about this northern activity.

     So, Andrea and Michelle drove out to Spiritwood Lake and spent a couple hours with Neil Spitzer inside his ice house.  Andrea actually caught a huge walleye!  In fact, the fish was so huge that they had to cut a 3 foot hole in the ice just to get it out!  What?  You don’t believe me?

     Oh, alright!  The truth is that Andrea’s walleye was only 4 inches long.  So I guess I was telling you a bit of a fish story.  But I’m sure some of you have your own fish stories that you could tell me!  In fact, most fish stories are fun to listen to even if they are hard to believe.
     However, there’s one fish story I’ve heard that beats them all!  We can read about this fish story in Luke chapter 5.  In fact, Luke records the greatest fish story ever told!  Why?  First, this story is actually true!  Second, this story is not ONLY about fish!  Let’s take a closer look at our Gospel reading and see what God wants to teach us today.

     Luke tells us that early on in Jesus’ ministry he was proclaiming God’s Word to some people who were gathered by the Lake of Gennesaret, which is another name of the Sea of Galilee.  However, the people were starting to crowd Jesus, and so he got into a boast belonging to a fisherman named Simon Peter.  Jesus put out a little from shore and continued to preach from the boast while the people on shore listened to every word.

     Now, what was Jesus preaching about that people were willing to stand by a lake and listen to a sermon?  Was Jesus telling some entertaining jokes?  No.  Was Jesus offering them free gift cards to Red Lobster?  No.  Jesus was simply preaching the Good News of God’s Kingdom.
     So, what is this Good News of God’s Kingdom.  Well, it starts with some BAD news.  Jesus was using the Old Testament Scriptures to convict the people of their sins and show them their need for salvation from God’s wrath.  You see, when people actually believe their sins deserve God’s wrath, that gets their attention!  But then Jesus also proclaimed that He was their Savior, the One whom God promised as recorded in the Old Testament Scriptures.

     Well, after Jesus finished preaching to the people He decides it’s time to do some fishing.  So, Jesus says to Simon Peter:  “Put out into deep water, and let down the nets for a catch.”  Now, you have to understand something.  Jesus was not inviting Peter out for some casual recreational fishing.  Remember, Peter was a fisherman by trade.  Peter caught fish for a living.  

     Peter then proceeds to tell Jesus that he and his men worked hard all night and caught nothing.  Peter is thinking to himself:  “Jesus doesn’t know what He’s talking about.  He might be a good preacher, but He doesn’t understand fishing.  My experience tells me we won’t catch anything!”  Peter is tired and disappointed.  The last thing he wants to do is fish.  However, Peter can’t say “no” to Jesus, and so they head out and Peter drops the nets for a catch. 

     You know what happens next!  Jesus works a miracle!  They catch so many fish that their nets start to break!  The other men came to help and they load so many fish in the boats that they start to sink.  What a fish story!  And this one’s true!  It really happened!

     Now, Peter should have been overwhelmed with joy.  He just caught a week’s worth of fish in a few minutes.  Imagine working only 20 minutes and getting paid for 40 hours!  Peter should have been elated!  But Luke describes a different scene:  “When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, ‘Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!’”  What’s going on here?

     First, Peter realizes he had ignored the fact that he was in the presence of the Holy Almighty God.  This miracle reminded Peter that Jesus was God in the flesh!  Second, Peter then remembers how he had doubted Jesus.  Peter really didn’t believe they would catch any fish.  Peter doubted God’s Word.

     Now Peter is filled with guilt.  Peter is a sinner standing in the presence of the Holy Almighty God.  Peter felt just like the prophet Isaiah whom we heard about in our Old Testament reading.  Remember what happened?  God appeared to Isaiah in a vision, and here’s how Isaiah responded:  “Woe to me!  I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.”
     You know, we Americans can learn something from this.  In our culture we have lost a sense of the holiness of God.  Sometimes people refer to God as “The Man upstairs” or “My Friend” or “My Co-pilot.”  I once read a billboard message that said:  “If God is your co-pilot, change seats!”
     In our culture we are tempted to reduce God to a genie whose purpose is to grant us our wishes or we treat God like a pet we can tame and whom we can teach to do certain tricks for us.  We need to repent!  The angel said:  “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord Almighty!”  God hates sin and evil!  Therefore, sinners can not stand in the presence of the Holy God.  Peter was quite right to feel guilt and fear in the presence of Jesus!
     But then why are we here today?  Are we not sinners, too?  Yes, we are!  We are also in the presence of Jesus this morning! 

We are hearing His Word and we are about to receive His Body and Blood.  We should take our sins seriously!  If the Holy Lord Almighty gave us what we deserved, we would be ruined by His wrath!  No wonder Peter said:  “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!”
     The Good News is that Jesus will not go away from us.  Jesus will not allow us to be ruined by our sin.  Jesus came into this world to save sinners.  Jesus casts His Word into this world with the hope that He will catch people for God’s Kingdom so that they might be His own for all eternity.

     But how is this possible?  How can the Holy God stand to be so close to us sinners?  The answer is that He has done something about our sin.  In our reading from Isaiah we heard that an angel took a burning coal from the Lord’s altar, touched Isaiah’s lips and said:  “See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin is atoned for.”

     What does this mean?  In Isaiah’s day the altar of God in the Temple was used to offer animal blood sacrifices which were a picture of the ONE sacrifice of God’s Son which takes away the guilt of our sin.  God is Holy.  God must punish our sin.  God did punish our sin when Jesus went to the cross and shed His blood for us!

     Today Jesus has come close to you and His Word has assured you that your sins are forgiven.  Today you can approach God’s altar and come into the Lord’s presence.  As Christ’s Body and Blood touch your lips God says to you:  “…your guilt is taken away and your sin is atoned for.”  That’s what Jesus was trying to tell Peter when he said:  “Don’t be afraid; from now on you will catch men.”  Jesus is teaching us 2 things.
     First, Jesus says to you:  “Don’t be afraid!”  Are you a sinner?  Yes!  Do you deserve the wrath of the Holy Lord Almighty?  Yes!  But the Holy Lord Almighty is your Savior who took your guilt upon Himself that you might be His own forever.  The Holy Lord Almighty loves you.  The Lord has given you a new heart that is grieved by sin and trusts in the Lord for mercy.
     Second, Jesus also plans to use YOU to catch other people in His net of forgiveness, love and eternal life.  Today Jesus says to you:  “From now on you will catch men.”  God wants each one of you to go fishing – fishing for other sinners who are still submerged in the sea of Satan and eternal damnation!
     Jesus wants us to go out and let down the nets!  How many people will the Lord catch for His Kingdom?  That’s not our concern.  That’s His job.  He only wants us to let down the nets.  We do that when we speak God’s Word to each other and with the people we see in our everyday lives.  But how can we sinners possibly be God’s witnesses?  
     First, you can find strength and courage from the fact that you are forgiven and that you do not have to fear God’s wrath.  The Holy Lord Almighty loves you, and He is on your side!  

     Second, you can grow in your knowledge of God’s Word by attending Services and Bible Classes on a regular basis.  This will not only strengthen your faith in God, but it will help you to be prepared to speak the Good News to others in a simple way when God gives you the opportunity.  

     Third and finally, you can pray that God will give you a chance to speak His Word with the people you already know – the people in your family, the people here at Church, the people at work, the people at school, the people in your neighborhood or the ones you hang out with at social events.  These are some of the people God wants to catch for His Kingdom!
     Did you know we have over 700 baptized members at Concordia?  Our average weekly attendance at Services for 2006 was 215.  There are people on our membership list who haven’t been here in years.  God wants us to start with them.  God wants us to speak the Good News to them.

     A member of Concordia recently said to me:  “Pastor, what would we do if all 700 members showed up for Services every Sunday?”  Wow!  Wouldn’t that be a wonderful problem!?  As God continues to grow His Kingdom, He will show us the way and He will provide.  God simply asks us to let down the nets.

     Today you have heard the greatest fish story ever told!  Not only is this fish story completely true!  Even more, this fish story is not merely about fish!  This story is about YOU!  Think about it.  God used others to catch YOU for His Kingdom, and His plan is to use YOU to catch others as well.  Along with Isaiah, God will move you to pray:  “Here am I!  Send me!  Send me!” Amen!
