First Baptist Church
Luke 5:1-11

“Stewardship Is Surrender”
Series: “Taking the ‘Stew’ out of Stewardship”

April 3, 2005

How shall I put this?  Fish stories are at times stories of unbridled exaggeration – the “big one” that got away or the “whopper” that didn’t.  I had a friend in high school by the name of Massey Goree, who carried around in his wallet a picture of a sixty-pound catfish he landed in the local river.  I always thought it interesting and ironic that while most of the guys I knew in high school carried pictures of girl friends in their wallets, Massey had a picture of a catfish, which when you think about it begs the question of “Who caught whom?”

Be that as it may and recognizing that I know absolutely nothing about fishing, I understand from people who do that fishing is a matter of depending on the “unseen,” of being blessed or cursed by what lies lurking in the water.  Strange things often happen on the water.  Sometimes the fish disappear and other times the water offers them up in a manner that no one would have expected.  I guess that’s part of the mystery and the magic of casting one’s line into the water.  Every time you do so, you are surrendering something in the hopes of gaining something more in return.  Fishing is a sort of parable of stewardship.  That’s how I would like for us to consider this story before us this morning, the story of Jesus pointing out to Simon the very best place to be casting his nets.

The gospels never tell us that Jesus knew anything much at all about fishing.  Jesus was a carpenter by trade.  But here in this passage of Scripture Jesus is offering his counsel to professional fishermen who knew the Sea of Galilee like the back of their hands.

Revisit the setting.  Jesus has just finished teaching the people from Simon’s boat, which Simon has put out a “little” from the land at Jesus’ instruction.  It was a nice diversion for Simon, who had been out all night fishing and was back on the shore cleaning his nets.  Notice, Simon was not cleaning fish, since as the story tells us, he hadn’t caught any, great embarrassment, not to mention a great waste of time and money for a professional like Simon, who at this point was not yet a disciple of Jesus.  That was about to change.

Jesus has finished his teaching, and Simon has no doubt been listening.  As the crowds are filing away, Jesus speaks up to Simon, “Put out into the deep and let down your nets for a catch.”  I applaud Simon for not losing his temper, for not saying, “Who’s the professional here?” or something worse.  Simon’s response is more tempered and contrite.  It’s the kind of response you’d expect from someone who’s trying to make a good impression and be respectful.  “Master,” he answers, no doubt biting his lip, considering how tempestuous the gospels portray Simon Peter to be.  “Master, we toiled all night and took nothing!  But at your word I will let down the nets.”  And when they did, the catch they took in was net-breaking, boat-sinking, and breathtaking.
When you surrender to Jesus, what you give up pales in comparison to what you take in.

This morning, I want us to consider three points of application in terms of what Jesus calls us to surrender and what Jesus offers in return.
For example, a disciple of Jesus surrenders calculation for faith.
I don’t know of any group who applies more logic and thought into their work as do commercial fishermen.  Now, a lot of that may be instinctive, but I still contend that a major part of what they do on the water is well thought out.  
Sometimes I’ll be watching the weather forecast, and the meteorologist will start talking about the tides and the wind speeds down on the coastline.  My first impression is always, “What difference does this make?”  But when I think more about those statistics, I realize how valuable they are to people who make their living on the water.

“Put out into the deep and let your nets down for a catch,” Jesus commanded.  I’m sure Simon was thinking, “Now, that makes absolutely no sense at all.  It’s the wrong time of the day.  We’ve already worked that part of the sea.  We’ve just finished cleaning the nets.”  Simon could have thought of a hundred reasons not to surrender to Jesus’ command, and only one to do so.  “He just may be right.”
I remember a sitcom where a character in the sitcom speaks of faith as “believing what no one in his right mind would believe.”  When I heard the line, I laughed at first, and then I got to thinking, “You know he’s right.”  Faith is not so much a matter of the head as much as it is a matter of the heart.  That doesn’t so much mean that faith is illogical as much as it means that there are some things in life that are simply beyond our understanding.
Some years ago, on Palm Sunday a terrific storm swept through North Alabama, where I was serving at the time.  I remember how on that Sunday, the day was as dark as night and it was plain spooky as far as the wind was concerned.  Some forty miles down the road, a tornado came down and struck a tiny Methodist church, where that morning’s service was being led by the church’s children’s choir.  Tragically, a large number of children were killed in the storm, including the pastor’s four year-old daughter, Hannah.  When the pastor was asked by a Birmingham reporter how she could have faith after all this, the pastor replied, “You don’t need faith for the things you understand; you need it for the things you don’t.”
Are there some things in life you don’t understand?  Are there some things you feel Jesus calling you to do that seem unnecessary or even absurd?  Remember Simon’s hesitancy, “Master, we toiled all night,” but then his trust, “but at your word I will let down the nets.”  A disciple of Jesus surrenders calculation for faith.

There’s something else a disciple surrenders.  A disciple of Jesus surrenders power for grace.

I’ve often heard people say that they’re not “into” power.  If anyone ever tells you that, don’t believe him.  Either they’re not telling you the truth or they’re not being honest with themselves.  Power is not something we can live without; it is a force that enables us to accomplish life’s goals and to meet life’s objectives.

The question is not so much “Do we want power?” as much as it is, “Where is the source of our power?” and “What do I plan to do with my power?”  What makes power harmful or even evil is when we seek power from the wrong sources and intend to use it at the expense of others.
Think about it this way.  Has there ever been a more powerful person than Jesus?  Absolutely not.  Jesus went about in the power of God, and in the power of God he went about doing good.  When the disciples of John the Baptist asked him, “Are you the one who is to come, or should we be waiting on another?”  And how did Jesus respond?  “Tell John that the blind see, the lame walk, the lepers are healed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor are told the good news.”  In other words, the power of God is being poured out among the people who need it most, the marginalized and the dispossessed.
And in this passage of Scripture Jesus is inviting Simon to behold the power of God and to be blessed by it.  The Scripture says that when Simon let down his nets as Jesus commanded, they brought up a great catch of fish, so much so that their nets began breaking.  When they called their partners to come and help them with the catch, the loaded so many fish onto both boats that both boats began sinking.

And how did Simon respond?  He fell to his knees and began confessing his sin.  “Depart from me, O Lord, for I am a sinful man.”  “I don’t deserve this grace.”  “I don’t merit this favor.”  “I’m not worthy of this power.”

If we were to put our finger on the main thing that ails our world today, and even the church that is in this world but not of it, it’s the manner in which grace has lost its raw power in our hearts and minds.  We find it hard to believe that we don’t have to do something for God’s grace.  Our world has made us cynical people.
Two years ago Consumer Reports investigated a sweepstakes claim, where a person had been notified that he’d won a prize from a list that included a $10,000 gift, a $1,000 gift, a $100 saving bond, or a $200 gift certificate.  The man called a 900 number at his expense to learn about his prize, and to his glee he learned that he had won two prizes, in particular two $200 gift certificates.  A short time later he received a catalog from a marketing company from which he would be able to redeem the gift certificates.  When Consumer Reports investigated the catalog, they discovered that it consisted of discontinued models of products advertised as current items priced for higher than retail.  They concluded that in fact the man won nothing and would spend more money by being a winner.  Such is the world we live in today.

But here, Jesus invites us to be a part of a different world, a world where we receive more than we could ever achieve in our own power, a world that is upheld by the power of amazing grace.  And all we have to do is put ourselves in the place to which Jesus calls us and surrender our power for his marvelous grace.
Calculation for faith, power for grace, and finally, this story teaches us that a disciple of Jesus surrenders security for risk.

Every study of personality I’ve ever seen speaks of security as something high on the list of things that every human being craves.  That’s why so many of us like routine.  We get life going in a certain direction and find a place that is comfortable and safe, and we want to park it there and if we can’t shut off the engine, we at least want to put it in neutral.  
And then something higher and more sublime kicks in.  There comes a need for life to take on meaning and purpose, and we want our lives to count and be significant.  The routine becomes deadening.  We want an existence that has a real sense of adventure.
I believe that’s what happened with Simon Peter.  More than likely he was a successful fisherman.  Life was probably pretty good.  We know from the gospels that Simon was married and was a homeowner in Capernaum.  

But when Simon brought up those nets, teeming and bulging, and when he called on his partners and the catch of fish loaded down both boats, it was at that moment Simon realized that this rabbi from Nazareth was something more than your run-of-the-mill teacher.  He was on to something.  He was a part of something.  And now, he was inviting Simon to come along with him.  “Fear not,” he said to Simon.  “Henceforth you will be catching men.”  It was more than Simon could turn down, and when they brought their boats back to the land, Simon and his partners, James and John, the story ends by saying, “they left everything and followed him.”

Are you willing to give up everything to follow Jesus, or is there something in your life that you aren’t willing to surrender to the Savior?  Is there some place you’re not willing to go?
I was reading an article that told the story of a sign that someone saw in a Basingstoke, New Hampshire store window.  The sign read, “Young man, nineteen, tired of office routine, seeking a post that will satisfy his adventurous spirit.  Will go anywhere…in Basingstoke.”
A disciple of Jesus is willing to give up everything and willing to go anywhere, because a disciple of Jesus surrenders security for risk.  
I’ve never gotten hooked on fishing, but I’ve known a lot of people who have, people like my friend Massey who carried the picture of the whopper catfish in his wallet, his first love. 
What’s in your wallet?  Who’s in your heart?  How much room in your life do you have for Jesus, and what will you surrender to trust him and to be graced by him and to risk going with him on a journey that will make your life complete?
