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On becoming a disciple 

 

Isaiah 6:1–8, (9–13) 

Psalm 138 

1 Corinthians 15:1–11 

Luke 5:1–11 

 

Text: Luke 5:8, 11 

But when Simon Peter saw it (the catch of fish), he fell down at Jesus’ knees, 

saying, ‘Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!’ …. When they had 

brought their boats to shore, they left everything and followed him. 

 

Introduction 

Mother Teresa Charity Investigated for 'Forceful" Christian Conversions, was the 

title of a December 2021 news article.  Authorities in the western state of Gujarat, 

India are investigating whether Missionaries of Charity forced girls in a shelter 

home to read the Bible.  It is one of several states that have criminalized “forceful 

conversion” since Prime Minister Narendra Modi was re-elected in 2019.  India’s 

Hindu nationalist government has intensified its oppression of the country’s 

Christian minority in recent years. 

 

It isn’t just in India where religious conversion is under scrutiny.  In the online 

commentaries I read on this text there is a high degree of angst among today’s 

Bible scholars over how we are to understand Jesus’ call to Peter, “From now on 

you will be catching people.”  I note with you that God neither manipulates nor 

forces anyone to believe.  Neither should we in our proclamation.  Still, Jesus is 

ever calling people to become his disciple.  We are in the season of the church year 

that follows Epiphany—in our tradition, the Sunday on which we read the story of 

the Magi.  Epiphany means that the light of God has come into the world in Jesus.  

During this season the story of Jesus calling his first disciples is read.  The 

implication is that Jesus, the light of the world, is ever calling people to follow 

him.  And so we proclaim and invite people to believe.  If you were to ask me if a 

purpose of my preaching is so people will come to believe, the answer is ‘yes.’ 

 

Christians must always keep in mind that our task is to bear witness to Jesus.  We 

point to him whom we have found to be the light of the world, just as he claimed.  

Our Lord is the one who does the converting, who draws a person into relationship 

with himself.  

 

https://epaper.nationalpost.com/article/281797107301542
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We live in a culture dominated by an ideology of expressive individualism which 

gives rise to an over-riding importance being placed on a person’s identity.  Since 

nothing is to be considered a given, the individual is left to determine all things 

with respect to themselves ever looking within themselves to determine who they 

are.  The goal is to live an integrated life consistent with a self-determined identity.  

 

In this culture the gospel message that Jesus calls people to follow him sounds 

counter-intuitive.  The Bible claims that to serve God is to know perfect freedom.  

We find ourselves, not by looking within, but by looking without to a relationship 

with Him to whom we give ourselves.  Our true selves emerge as we give 

ourselves in service of Jesus.  I invite you to reflect with me on God’s call to 

discipleship, probing the stories of these three Bible characters we read about 

today, who become disciples—Isaiah, Peter, and Paul.  For most of us this will 

serve as a fond reminder of how Jesus found us and made us his own.  Perhaps it 

will also serve as a call to renewal of our commitment to follow him.  And for 

those considering becoming a follower it might serve as a window for thinking 

about discipleship. 

 

1. Common to all these stories of discipleship is that their discipleship arouse out 

of an encounter with God.  All of them knew that they were recipients of God’s 

address.  This is to say that it is God who makes it clear to the person that it is in 

fact God himself whom they encounter. God does not want us humans to be in the 

dark about his approach and call to us.  

 

Isaiah was at temple worship one day when he had this vision of God on his throne 

that was as unmistakeable as it was undeniable.  Isaiah is overwhelmed by the 

holiness and glory of God in the enormity of what he saw.  He said that the hem of 

God’s robe filled the temple.  Solomon’s temple, in which Isaiah sat, was a 

magnificent structure and Isaiah observes that this giant temple was completely 

filled by only the hem of God’s robe.  Such is God’s enormity 

 

Isaiah’s vision may seem a little contrived for people of the modern world.  Most 

of us, from our science class recollections, are aware that a neutron star is a star 

that has, in essence, imploded on itself.  Gravity, we were taught, bends light.  The 

gravitational pull of a neutron star is so powerful that the light from the star 

remains in its orb; it doesn’t travel away from it; we call this a black hole.  In 

reality it is not a hole at all; the neutron star is so dense that a thimble full weighs 

more than the entire human population of the earth.  Now, if God creates the 

neutron star, how dense is God? 
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Peter is an experienced fisherman.  He has been out all night—the better time to 

fish—and has caught nothing.  He knows that fishing is like that—sometimes a 

good haul and sometimes not.  He is cleaning his nets of seaweed preparing for the 

next outing when Jesus asks to use his idle boat to teach the people gathered there.  

Peter hears everything Jesus taught that day.  He is interested and finds this iterant 

rabbi compelling; sufficiently compelling that he reluctantly goes fishing to the 

spot where he caught nothing and let down his net—perhaps just to humour Jesus.  

Maybe like us—we have heard of Jesus, but will we trust him and ‘cast our net’; 

will we trust him that he intends our good; encounter with Jesus can come, like 

Peter, in the midst of the work we do to earn our livelihood. 

 

What happens next is so over-the-top, so extraordinary that it becomes abundantly 

clear to Peter that the one who commanded him to lower his nets for a catch of fish 

is God himself.  When Peter comes back to shore, with so many fish that a second 

boat was required to contain them and the enormity of the catch tested the 

seaworthy capacity of both boats, Peter drops to his knees and says, “Go away 

from me, Lord.”  This is akin to Thomas’ confession when he saw the resurrected 

Jesus, “My Lord and My God.”  I note with you, in passing, that the sale of this 

large catch of fish could have provided sufficient funds for Peter’s family as he 

leaves his nets to follow Jesus.   

 

The Apostle Paul, in speaking of meeting the risen Jesus, is thinking about that day 

on the road to Damascus when Jesus confronted him in a vision.  Paul knows 

without any doubt that it was Jesus who accosted him that day.  Unlike Paul, the 

other Apostles all witnessed Jesus risen from the dead and knew Jesus in the days 

of his earthly ministry.  Even so Jesus has encountered Paul in such a way that Paul 

is certain that it is this same Jesus who accosted him on the Damascus road. 

 

The gospel asserts that it is the same for us.  When the gospel is preached Jesus 

Christ looms before us in his ever-present reality making himself known to us.  

Countless believers testify they know Jesus.  How they know is a mystery in that it 

cannot be fully explained.  The believer who studies the scriptures with other 

believers knows she is experiencing more than simply understanding the words on 

a page.  When the gathered congregation prays, “Our Father,” the believer senses 

that the prayer is being heard—it isn’t words bouncing off the ceiling.  Paul 

described these and many more experiences as the Spirit witnessing to our spirit 

that we are children of God.  This is God’s doing—his self-authenticating work in 

our hearts. 
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2. Secondly, it is also common to all these stories of becoming a disciple that in 

this encounter with God each person becomes painfully aware of their 

shortcomings or sin.  Isaiah said, “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean 

lips.’  Peter said, “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!”  Paul said, “For 

I am the least of the apostles, unfit to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the 

church of God.”  And even though this is the case, none of them flee the encounter 

and, more importantly, neither does God.  God renders his diagnosis that we 

humans are sinners in need of a cure in the process of providing the cure. 

 

How different this is from the wisdom of our world that insists the path of 

satisfying life is self-assertion.  You are your own light and simply need to let that 

shine.  I marvel at advertisements like those for automobiles that tell me that 

owning a certain vehicle is showing the world who I am—me out there being me.  

The gospel message is so different.  I realize how hard the gospel is to hear in a 

cultural milieu that proclaims self-fulfilment.  No one likes to show up for a 

dressing down.  Visits to the high school vice-principal’s office were rarely a 

happy thing (not that I ever enjoyed such a visit, I just heard the testimony of 

others.)  

 

I note with you, that even though each of them experiences the exposure of their 

sin, none of them flees the scene; it isn’t reported as a bad experience.  When God 

presses upon us the reality of who we truly are before him in our sinfulness he does 

so in the process of freeing us from sin’s grip.  Our hearts, captive to a will bent in 

on itself, are set free into a relationship of the love of God.  The pronouncement of 

God’s judgement of our sin comes in the process of the pronouncement of our 

acquittal.  What Jesus says to Peter in that moment is what he says to all, ‘fear not.’ 

 

One of the wonders of this moment is the truth that God is the only one who truly 

knows who we are.  We are called in this moment to trust Him and what he knows 

about us. The Apostle Paul said that a profound joy in walking with Jesus is that 

we are fully known by him and can trust his knowledge of us.  (I Corinthians 

13:12) The challenge that I would face in only looking within myself for identity is 

the presumption that I am the one who knows myself best.  Friends, my 5-year-old 

grandson can tell me things about myself I don’t see.  Isaiah, Peter, Paul—in the 

moment of painful awareness of their shortcomings they also know they can trust 

God with their lives, the One who truly knows them completely. 

I want to drill down on Isaiah for a moment, we could also note something similar 

for the Apostle Paul.  At the moment when Isaiah has this temple vision he is 

already exercising his prophetic (think preacher) ministry.  He has already 

proclaimed visions he has from God.  Yet in this moment he becomes painfully 
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aware that he is ‘a man of unclean lips.’ Did he not already know this?  The 

disciple/believer will find that he ever needs course correction along the way.  

Renewal is always on the horizon.  Isaiah is made aware that he can’t continue this 

way—he too needs a fresh start. 

 

One of the benefits for the believer of being made aware that we have fallen short 

in some aspect of the glory of God is that it can lead to a resolve to never let that 

happen to us again.  You can imagine Isaiah purposing to put a reign on what 

comes from his lips—especially as he puts his hand up to be one whom God sends 

to speak.  And because our hearts are corrupt and we can rationalize all manner of 

things such resolve to never be caught again needs vigilance.  A second benefit is 

that when we see someone else fall into sin we won’t say, “I don’t know how so-

and-so could do that,” because we know exactly how such things can be done.  We 

know precisely how we rationalized what we did.  Instead, we show the mercy that 

God has shown to us. 

 

3. Thirdly, I also note that God doesn’t flee encounter with us sinners, such is His 

love for us. The point being that God provides all that is needed for a life of 

walking with Him.  For Isaiah a live coal is taken from the altar and his mouth is 

touched and in this act the promise, “your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted 

out.”  For Peter, Jesus will not depart from the sinner he knows Peter to be but calls 

him into the close association of discipleship.  Jesus sees the future he has for Peter 

and this too will be the Lord’s doing in Peter’s life.  The Apostle Paul said, “by the 

grace of God I am what I am.”  Paul knows what it cost Christ to procure his 

salvation, in this same letter to the Corinthians he expressed his singular focus in 

preaching, “I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him 

crucified.’ 

 

As we have probed these stories in the Bible of people becoming disciples 

(believers), for most of us it has been the joy of reliving our journey to faith and 

reminder of our Lord’s relentless love that will not let us go. For the uninitiated it 

may sound strange because the world’s self-understanding is nothing like the 

gospel.  I have touched here and there on the matter of personal identity as a point 

of comparison.  The truth is that the gospel completely reorients us in how we 

think of life.  We have touched on three points of such a reorientation—first God is 

at work calling us to himself in an encounter he initiates; second, in that encounter 

our condition before God as sinner is exposed; third, God provides all that is 

needed for a life lived in relationship with him, the very purpose of his encounter.  

The gospel claims to be the true nature of our reality because Jesus Christ is what 

is real. 
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I note with you that Jesus was so compelling Peter and James and John ‘left 

everything and followed him.’  One of the things Jesus calls us to leave behind is 

the world’s self-understanding which most have embraced unthinkingly, and 

follow him into all that he has in mind for us.  I invite you to set your course to 

follow him today. 

 

But when Simon Peter saw it (the catch of fish), he fell down at Jesus’ knees, 

saying, ‘Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!’ …. When they had 

brought their boats to shore, they left everything and followed him. 


