
Luke	5:1-11	(NIV)	
1 One day as Jesus was standing by the Lake of Gennesaret, the people were crowding 
around him and listening to the word of God.  
2He saw at the water’s edge two boats, left there by the fishermen, who were washing 
their nets.  
3 He got into one of the boats, the one belonging to Simon, and asked him to put out a 
little from shore. Then he sat down and taught the people from the boat.  
4 When he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out into deep water, and let 
down the nets for a catch.”  
5 Simon answered, “Master, we’ve worked hard all night and haven’t caught anything. 
But because you say so, I will let down the nets.”  
6 When they had done so, they caught such a large number of fish that their nets began 
to break.  
7So they signaled their partners in the other boat to come and help them, and they 
came and filled both boats so full that they began to sink.  
8 When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, “Go away from me, 
Lord; I am a sinful man!”  
9 For he and all his companions were astonished at the catch of fish they had taken,  
10and so were James and John, the sons of Zebedee, Simon’s partners. Then Jesus 
said to Simon, “Don’t be afraid; from now on you will fish for people.”  
11 So they pulled their boats up on shore, left everything and followed him. 
 

Sermon:  “Plenty & Scarcity” 
 
We’re early in the lectionary year in which the gospel of Luke is the focus, but already 
we’ve learned that we’ve got to be careful with Luke.  The stories he tells of Jesus’ life 
and ministry are pretty easy to follow; we can latch on to the point he seems to be 
making without straining too hard.  Like today’s lesson – the obvious moral of the story 
is right there at the end – “From now on you will be fishers of people” Jesus tells his 
new-found disciples. 
 
It was likewise last week, when Luke shared with us Jesus’ first sermon at the 
synagogue in Nazareth.  You’ll recall the scene was dominated by Jesus’ voice, with 
him proclaiming “the Spirit of the Lord is upon me…the Lord has anointed me to bring 
good news to the poor.”  Pretty clear the point Luke is trying to make about Jesus, him 
being the amazing preacher, the Anointed One, the Messiah.   
 
But then we have to take account of that curious postscript, when Jesus told this 
obscure tale about the prophets Elijah and Elisha and who they tended to in ancient 
Israel.  And all of a sudden it becomes clear that Luke is as interested in the hearing of 
Jesus’ words as he is in the speaking of them.  And the violent reaction of the Nazareth 
synagogue to what Jesus says to his fellow Nazoreans makes a timeless point about 
truth, and our capacity to hear it. 
 



So, duly warned, we come to today’s familiar scene along the Sea of Galilee sensitized 
that there may be something more than meets the eye in this Sunday School favorite of 
becoming fishers of people. 
 
The first signal of another layer of meaning comes in the opening verse:  “One day as 
Jesus was standing by the Lake of Gennesaret, the people were crowding around him 
and listening to the word of God.”  That bland sort of English translation doesn’t do 
justice to the original Greek, where the sense is of people “crushing in” on Jesus so 
great is their number and their eagerness to hear him.  Think of your favorite rock 
concert and the throngs gathered at the foot of the stage.  That’s what Luke is 
describing. 
 
But the next physical description Luke offers – of the two fishing boats along the shore – 
is not one of abundance, of great numbers, but of scarcity.  Those boats spent all night 
on the lake and have nothing to show for it.  But, at Jesus’ casual suggestion, after he 
has finished preaching to the teeming crowds, they set out for deeper water.  The result:  
“they caught such a large number of fish that their nets began to break.” 
 
You get the see-saw rhythm of this story – plenty on one hand; scarcity on the other?  
Up and down the story goes, as though Luke is trying tell us something about the 
Christian experience, maybe even the Christian community. 
 
And as the story continues it happens again – the mood of the fishermen and the other 
onlookers soars as their haul of fish becomes obvious – what a bounty, completely 
unexpected, miraculous even!  To be followed in almost the same breath with Peter 
sinking to his knees, spiritually devastated, agonizingly aware of his own emptiness; his 
own lack. 
 
At which point Jesus pulls Peter, literally and spiritually, up to his feet:  ““Don’t be afraid; 
from now on you will fish for people.”  
 
And then the final scene, and a twist – the two fishing boats, filled to the gunwales with 
their take, reach the shore.  But to what end?  You would think Simon and his 
companions would make straight for the marketplace, to cash in on this record catch! 
But no, that’s not what happens, and the story ends with a tantalizing ambiguity:  “they 
pulled their boats up on shore, left everything, and followed him.” 
 
Followed Jesus into what?  Plenty, scarcity?  Does it matter, since they are now 
following Jesus? 
 
So what might we, in today’s beleaguered, sparsely populated church, take from Luke’s 
“fishers of people” story?  Might we begin to understand that there are ups and downs in 
the ministry of Jesus Christ?  That the boats of the Session and the Deacons, the 
Membership Committee and the annual Stewardship drive, might come back with little 



evidence that their efforts are being rewarded?  How do we respond to, how do we 
overcome, the plight of the empty boat, of the seemingly wasted hours in our labor of 
love?  
 
Push out into deeper water, for sure, whatever that means for the church these days.  
And it could mean a lot of things, a number of which we’re already trying at First 
Church.  Definitely don’t sit around listlessly, bemoaning our fate.  But another way of 
reading Luke, and Jesus, is that plenty and scarcity doesn’t really matter as long as we 
know who we are following, and what we’re striving to achieve.   
 
Keep acting as though we are indeed ‘fishers for people.”  Which by the way again has 
a meaning in Greek that doesn’t come across in English.  In other words, the Greek 
really doesn’t convey throwing a net around a crowd and dragging them into a 
sanctuary.  The Greek literally means “gathering them in alive” – not a bunch of fish 
flopping, gasping for breath, on the deck of a boat.  But men, women, and children 
caught – alive -- in the embrace and welcome of a community acting in Christ’s name.  
The Peter’s of the world – you and me -- lifted by Jesus’ own hand up off our knees, into 
a new realm, with a new purpose, alive. 
 
Which in turn leads to that strange place where Luke ended today’s story, only to begin 
the real story, where these newly redeemed souls pulled their boats up on shore, left 
everything, and followed him. 
 
Which may be just what the church – in scarcity or in plenty – is all about.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
	


