
Sermon 18: Luke 5:1-11: The Miracle of the Big Catch

OUTLINE

Jesus hunts Peter down
Jesus shows Peter His power
Jesus calls Peter to follow

INTRODUCTION

Luke 5:1-11 is known best for the miracle of the big catch of fish, but I do not think that this
is the central point of the text, rather it is the miracle of catching the big fish, namely Peter. 
It is not merely given to demonstrate the power of Jesus, but rather a demonstration of 
power that leads to Peter following Christ.  Luke 4 has introduced Jesus as our Second 
Adam and the one who has authority over sickness and demons.  Having established Jesus 
identity Luke now turns his attention to Jesus gathering His disciples, various callings and 
appointments sprinkle the next two chapters.  5:1-11 focuses on the calling of Peter 
specifically but also James and John v10; 5:27-32 focuses on the calling of Levi; and 6:12-
16 list the appointment of the 12 apostles.  

The focus of this text is how Jesus saves a sinner and puts them into service.  Our 
consideration of this text will be divided under three headings, firstly, we want to consider 
Christ as He targets Peter and pursues him; secondly, we want to look at how Christ 
demonstrated His power to humble Peter; and thirdly, we want to examine how Christ puts 
sinners into His service and how we are to leave all to follow Him.  Our examination of this 
text will aid as a reminder of how God’s grace works in our lives, the holiness of God which 
humbles us, and the high calling of serving our God with everything we have.  

Jesus hunts Peter down

V1, ‘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.’  Let us begin with the setting of these events.  
Jesus is ministering in Galilee, on the shore of the lake of Gennesaret which is otherwise 
called, the sea of Galilee.  It is approximately 21 km long by 13 km wide.  It is fed into by 
the Jordan river.  It is north of the Dead Sea.  We find Christ in a typical situation where He 
is teaching the people.  The people are flocking around Him hungry for the word of God.  
Now when Luke uses this phrase, ‘the Word of God’ he is not talking about the Bible, rather 
he is referencing the fact that Jesus as the Prophet is a mouthpiece for God.  Luke does not 
consider the teaching of Christ to be interesting talks from an interesting man but the very 
word of God.  Compare this with the Jesus Seminar.  At the end of the last century there 
were a group of Liberal NT scholars who would read the gospels and based on all sorts of 
critically informed theories would decide which parts of the gospels were the real sayings of 
Christ and which weren’t.  They put out their own color coded version of the gospels which 
divided the words of Christ up into four different types.  They would vote using four 
different color beads which determined the four different colors in the gospel.  Red beads 
indicated that this was definitely a saying of Jesus of something He would say.  Pink beads 
indicated that it was probably Jesus.  Grey beads indicated that these were not Jesus words 
but were His ideas, and black beads meant that Jesus did not say them, they are from later 
traditions.  Compare this presumptuous view with the view of Luke who views the words of 
Christ as the word of God.



V2-3, ‘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.’  The 
crowd was pressing in to hear Him and He needed to get to a place where He could preach 
and be heard so He saw two boats and chose Simon’s and asked him to push Him out a bit 
that He could preach.  Now I stated at the beginning that I think that Luke is introducing us 
to Peter and this miracle serves to highlight how Peter became a follower of Christ.  Now we
know that there is nothing that is done by chance, all happens according to God’s will, this 
was no chance meeting.  Did Jesus just happen to be teaching in the town where Peter 
lives, in the place where Peter works, at the time when Peter just happened to be ashore, 
and then just happened to choose Peter’s boat?  God is chasing Peter down and is preparing
to save him.     

We have met Simon in Luke’s gospel before when Jesus healed his mother-in-law, but there 
is a bigger picture that we can patch together from the various gospel accounts.  What was 
the path that Peter walked up to this point?  Peter’s first introduction to Jesus is reported by
John.  In John 1:35-40 we see that there was a disciple of John, Andrew who overheard 
John calling Jesus the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  Because of this he
followed Christ and spent some time with Him.  In v41-42 he tells his brother Peter that he 
has met the Christ.  Peter goes along with Andrew to meet Jesus and Jesus changes his 
name to Peter, v42, ‘He brought him to Jesus. Jesus looked at him and said, “You are Simon
the son of John. You shall be called Cephas” (which means Peter).’  What Peter is thinking 
and feeling at this point we do not know.  As a result of Jesus ministering in Galilee where 
Peter is there is some interaction between the two, in Luke 4:38 we see that Jesus is a 
guest in Simon’s house and Jesus heals his mother-in-law.  There is obviously some growing
connection here but we do not know what Peter is thinking or feeling.  Peter was privy to 
the miracles and the teaching.  And now on this day, Peter is right there as Jesus teaches 
the word of God.  What would Jesus have preached?  He would have preached on how 
those who are poor in spirit and not self-righteous can become children of God and inherit 
the kingdom of God.  He probably preached on how those who mourn over their sins can 
know the joy of forgiveness.  He probably spoke about what God requires in terms of love, 
loving neighbor, loving our enemies, and loving God with all we are.  The familiar themes of 
our sinfulness but a God of grace who is willing to forgive those who humble themselves.  
Whatever it was we will see that Peter seems to have been deeply impacted by it as a deep 
awareness of his sins shows up in the text later.  

Perhaps you are like Peter today.  Christ has put Himself in your life.  You don’t know what 
to make of Him yet.  You have been surprised at His forthrightness in His willingness to love
you, and His call for you to follow Him.  It seems that everywhere you go He is there, 
always there at the back of your mind.  He has arranged that you are a captive audience to 
His message of law and grace.  This is the preparation that God does in our lives, perhaps 
even for many years before we finally fall before Him in surrender.  Are you like Peter 
today?  Or perhaps you have already been caught, then look back and marvel at a God so 
relentless in His pursuit, so willing to condescend to save a sinner like you, to move His arm 
in power in your life to bring you to Himself. 

Jesus demonstrates His Lordship

The text moves us to the interaction between Peter and Jesus.  Peter no doubt has some 
knowledge of Christ, but it seems that all those interactions have come to this point in his 
life.  Jesus might have been the Messiah for Andrew, He might have been the Messiah for 
his mother-in-law but now Jesus acts in Peter’s own life to draw him to Himself.  V4, ‘And 



when he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out into the deep and let down your 
nets for a catch.”  Picture it, here is a carpenter, not a fisherman standing in Peter’s own 
boat telling him how to fish.  The deepest point of the lake of Galilee is about 48 meters and
night fishing with deep water nets is what Jesus is asking these men to do in the day time.  
We see from v2 that they have already brought out their nets, pulled off all the water 
plants, mended them if necessary and they are drying in the sun, and Jesus tells them to go
and put those nets in again.  

V5, ‘And Simon answered, “Master, we toiled all night and took nothing! But at your word I 
will let down the nets.”  You can feel that Peter is tired and frustrated, they have already 
worked a whole night shift without sleep and with nothing to show for it, and now he is 
cranky.  At this point Peter was probably hoping that Jesus would realise that it was 
hopeless and give up, but not so.  Notice as well how Peter calls Jesus master, this is a 
common way of referring with respect to a teacher.  Peter concedes to Jesus with these 
words, ‘but at your word I will let down the nets.’  These are the words of obedience, these 
are the words every Christian should say whenever God requests anything of us.  

V6, ‘And when they had done this, they enclosed a large number of fish, and their nets were
breaking.’  The commentators debate what sort of miracle this is, is it a miracle of 
knowledge and Jesus just happened to know what time the fish would be out and where; or
was this a miracle of power and Jesus commanded the fish as part of His rule over nature to
obey His will.  We need not choose both could be true.  For those of you who are fishermen 
out there, the fish that are in the Sea of Galilee include, damselfish, scaleless blennies, 
catfish, mouthbreeders, sardines and barbels.  V7, ‘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.’  There were so many fish that the boats were close to sinking.  

Now what is the significance of this miracle?  There are certain miracles which are more 
than mere displays of power.  When Jesus said that He was the bread of heaven He fed 
5000.  Well here, when he calls men to be fishers of men, He shows them the catch that 
could one day be theirs.  Christ tells the men when to fish, they obey His command, He fills 
the nets.  The message of this miracle is clear, obey the command of the Lord to know the 
blessing of God. This miracle is a picture of what happened to Peter on the Day of 
Pentecost, on that day he took a big catch as well, so much so that the others had to come 
and help and they were overwhelmed, 3000 souls were joined to the church from one 
sermon.

V8-10b, ‘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.’   This is the only time in Luke’s gospel where Simon Peter 
as his full name is used.  It is stressing the importance of this moment, and it is calling up 
that day Peter was named Peter by Jesus.  Several things should be noted.  Firstly, Peter 
sees this miracle and falls upon his knees.  This is an act of acknowledging a superior but 
also an expression of the deep sense of unworthiness that he feels.  Secondly, Peter 
confesses not merely his sinful actions, but his sinfulness.  Thirdly, we see that Peter 
changes the title master for something stronger, ‘Lord.’  

This is a turning point in Peter’s life, yes He had been in contact with Jesus, yes he had seen
Christ working in other people’s lives, but now Peter has had Jesus in his home, in his town, 
in his workplace, in his boat and just listened to Jesus teaching and seen a fishing miracle, it
all comes together and Peter is overcome.  He is overcome by the holiness of God, he is 



overcome by his own sinfulness and unworthiness to be in the presence of Jesus, there is 
fear and astonishment.  

Now the Lord works in various ways to bring us to Himself, some are won by the carrot and 
some are won by the stick.  In this instance we see Peter having a clear sight of his sin and 
being humbled before a holy God who has demonstrated his power before him.  This 
reaction reminds us of others who have been confronted with the reality of who God is.  
Think of Isaiah who sees God in a vision, 6:5, ‘And I said: “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!”  Or Job after God challenges him to answer Him, Job
42:5-6, ‘I had heard of you by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees you; therefore I 
despise myself, and repent in dust and ashes.”  Or John in Rev. 1:17, ‘When I saw him, I fell
at his feet as though dead. But he laid his right hand on me, saying, “Fear not, I am the first
and the last.’  This visceral response to God’s holy power is a reminder of who our God is.  
Of who we are before Him.  Peter’s response is the response that every human being ought 
to have for we are sinners before a holy God.  This response reminds us that we are not 
worthy to come into God’s presence, that He is a judge who must judge that sin, but who in
His grace and love has sent Christ to take our place, to absorb all the wrath that we deserve
and dress us in His righteousness.  Is this the God with whom you have to do?  Is your 
understanding of God a biblical one informed by all that it says about His infinite power and 
holiness, do you understand all it says about your sins and the terror that awaits those who 
must stand before God on judgement day?  There are many who say they believe in God, 
but they do not have this deep sense of His glory, rather they are glib, they are doubting 
and irreverent, they are demanding and critical.  Peter reminds us of who we are 
worshipping.  Even those who are children of God, the apostle John, fall down as dead.  We 
need Christ if we are to be in a relationship with this Holy God.  

Jesus calls Peter to follow  
        
V10b-11, ‘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.’   It is a proper instinct to fear but Jesus says, ‘Do not be afraid.’  The amazing thing is 
that despite a confession of sinfulness and a deep awareness of unworthiness Jesus talks 
about being put into God’s service and from now on catching fish.  This however is fishing 
with a difference.  The Greek for catching men literally reads, ‘men you shall be catching 
alive.’  Ordinarily a fisherman like Peter would be catching fish which would die and be 
eaten, the idea of catching fish to keep them alive would be strange, but this is what 
evangelism is.  When you talk about evangelism and missions in our modern context people 
have been trained to think of it in terms of oppressive acts of power by former colonial 
empires who sought to take control of weaker powers to increase their wealth.  It has been 
seen as an opiate of the masses and a way to make people stupid so that leaders are left to 
do whatever they want.  Evangelism is now seen as antisocial in a public sphere where 
tolerance and celebrating other people’s choices is the norm.  To call what people are doing 
sinful, to call them to stop what they are doing and obey God is seen as judgmental and a 
violation of freedom, a violation of basic human rights. O how things have been turned 
upside down.  But this is not what Jesus calls evangelism, he speaks of it as catching men 
alive.  It is an action that produces life not death.  Yes they are caught but in the same way 
that people are caught away from tyranny and oppression.  When we speak the good news 
of Jesus Christ as the Savior of sinners, and their eyes are opened to see the truth.  When 
they can see that their chains have been chains of their own making as they have thought 
that their sinful desires were paths to happiness but have now been exposed as paths to 
destruction.  When their eyes are opened to the beauty of God, that He is not a 



megalomaniac who is simply trying to kill our joy but the gracious loving God who gives His 
Son to save His enemies.  When they see these things their hearts are moved they are not 
dragged kicking and screaming to Christ like many Muslim converts who convert upon fear 
of being beheaded.  They willingly bow the knee and give over their lives to Christ as willing 
slaves.  They are captured willingly, and they receive eternal life.

This is Christ’s call to Peter and James and John and so they respond, v11, ‘And when they 
had brought their boats to land, they left everything and followed him.’  How do you 
respond when you have seen the holiness of God, the depth of your sin, and the grace of 
God calling you not to be afraid but to significant service that impacts on eternity?  You 
leave everything behind to follow Him.  This is what Peter, James and John did.  They have 
just had the best catch of their fishing career and now they leave it all behind to follow 
Christ.  

Now when you become a Christian this does not mean you have to leave your job and 
become a pastor or a missionary.  For some of you this might mean this.  We must 
remember that these men had a particular calling as apostles, and they had to give it all up 
to go into full time service for Christ.  Not everyone here has the same calling to serve in 
this particular way.  However, we are all called to serve with all that we are.  Simply 
because we are not all apostles does not mean that we are all off the hook of total 
surrender.  Like Peter when you become a Christian you bow the knee before Jesus and call 
Him Lord.  You are no longer your own.  All that you are is now His and to be used for His 
glory.  He calls you to provide for your family, He calls you to love your neighbor, He calls 
you to be salt and light everywhere you go seeking to glorify your Father in heaven.  If you 
get saved in a western country then the lifestyle of comfortable consumerism must give way
to generous stewardship; a life of distracted play and pursuit of pleasure must give way to a
serious focus, military discipline, and sacrificial service.  Here are some words that I heard 
recently that have stuck with me and are challenging me, ‘If you are not suffering then you 
are not serving.’  If you have everything you want, everything your own way, if you are 
attaining all your dreams and desires, then you are probably living for yourself and not for 
Christ, you are probably doing your will and not His will.  Observe these fishermen and see 
what Christ is worth, He is worth your all.  He is calling you to follow Him, you may not be 
able to leave your job but every part of your life should be reordered to reflect His Lordship.

What does this portion of scripture teach us?  It teaches us about a holy God, who ursues 
the unworthy sinner to put them into His service, a service that impacts eternity, a service 
fitting for the King of the universe.  Do you know this God, this gracious Savior, are you 
serving Him in a fitting fashion.       


