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Text: Luke 5:1-11 
Sermon: Jesus Calls His First Disciples 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 In our lesson today Jesus calls his first disciples.  A. B. Bruce, who 

wrote a definitive study of the disciples, entitled The Training of the Twelve, 

speaks of this as “an important landmark in ...Gospel history.”   He wrote, 

 The selection by Jesus of the twelve ...divides the ministry of 
our Lord into two portions, nearly equal, probably, as to duration, but 
unequal as to the extent and importance of the work done in each 
respectively.  In the earlier period Jesus laboured single-handed; his 
miraculous deeds were confined for the most part to a limited area, 
and his teaching was in the main of an elementary character.  But by 
the time the twelve were chosen, the work of the kingdom had 
assumed such dimensions as to require organization and the division 
of labour; and the teaching of Jesus was beginning to be of a deeper 
and more elaborate nature, and his gracious activities were taking on 
ever-widening range. 

The fame—or in some circles, the notoriety—of Jesus was beginning to 

spread.  More and more people were flocking to see him.  Demands upon 

him were increasing daily.  Most important, however, was this: his need to 

train up men who would continue his work after his ascension became more 

and more pressing as the days of his earthly ministry were growing shorter.  

In the Reformed Church it takes 3 or 4 years of seminary training to become 



a pastor.  At this point in his earthly ministry, Jesus had 18 to 24 months to 

train men who would become apostles, men who would teach with his 

authority and act as his ambassadors.  It was time for the training to begin.   

 Now before we take a look at our lesson today, the calling of Peter, 

Andrew, James and John to be disciples let me lay out before you the whole 

calling process itself.  There are four parts to it, as we will see as we follow 

along with Luke.  First, Jesus called all men, including these, to conversion.  

His message was believe on me and repent, for I myself am the Consolation 

of Israel, the long awaited Messiah.  By the time we get to our lesson today 

it is clear that this gospel had been heard and received in the hearts of these 

four.  They, along with many others, had become Christians.  They were 

followers of the Lord.  But they still had their day jobs.   

The call in the lesson today is a call to ministry.  It went out to many, 

certainly to more than 12, but not to all.  Those called in this way were to 

become disciples—learners—so that they could become fishers of men.  To 

answer this call they would have to leave everything behind for the sake of 

the work at hand, and many did.  Now among this group, as we will see if 

we look to John 6, were many who, on learning the true nature of 

discipleship and its heavy costs, decided to turn back.  They found the 

teaching of Jesus to be too difficult.  They could not receive it.  And so they 



stayed with Jesus for a season, but for a season only.  From among those 

who stayed, however, Jesus chose 12.  He chose them to be apostles. 

Now apostle is a word that simply means “messenger” or “sent one.”   

The apostles were special messengers, sent by Jesus into the world, with 

divine authority to teach and preach the truth of God.  It was the apostles 

who, inspired by the Holy Spirit, wrote the New Testament.  It was the 

apostles who were the source of all church doctrine.  They were given for 

the edification of the church.  They set the standard for godliness and true 

spirituality.  And they performed miracles of many kinds to confirm the truth 

of the message they were bringing.  Sunday-by-Sunday we recite the 

Apostles’ Creed.  It wasn’t written by the apostles, but it is a good and 

accurate summary of their teachings.  This binds us together with the people 

of the early church, of whom it is said in Acts 2, “They devoted themselves 

to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread an to 

prayer.”   

The final calling, laid upon all the apostles save one, was the calling 

to martyrdom.  Tradition tells us that all save John died a martyr’s death.  

And John, even though he died in his old age, spent his last years on an 

island prison colony for the sake of his Lord and the gospel he preached.   



Let’s take a look at our lesson, starting at Luke 5:1.  He we find 

ourselves in stage 2 of the calling—the calling of some from within the 

whole body of believers to a full time ministry.  It starts on the shores of 

Lake Gennesaret, which is also called the Sea of Galilee. 

One day as Jesus was standing by the Lake of Gennesaret, with 
the people crowding around him and listening to the word of God, he 
saw at the water’s edge two boats, left there by the fishermen, who 
were washing their nets.  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. 

Now picture that in your mind’s eye.  There is a great crowd of people 

thronging around Jesus.  It was to be expected.  News of his miraculous 

healings in Capernaum and the authority and power of his teaching would 

have spread throughout the heavily populated shoreline regions of Galilee.  

They pressed in on him that day, so he could not be heard.  To rectify the 

situation, he called on Peter to lend him his boat, which Peter gladly did.  

From a little offshore, Jesus preached the kingdom of God. 

 Now after he had finished speaking, Jesus made what Peter must have 

thought was a strange request.  “Put out into deep water, and let down the 

nets for a catch.”  It was a strange request for three reasons.  First of all, it 

was the wrong time of day.  Fish were easier to catch at night when the water 

was cooler and the fish rose to the surface to feed.  Second, the place was 



wrong.  The fish normally fed in the shallows, not in the deeps section of the 

lake.  And third, Peter was the wrong man.  He was exhausted.  He had been 

fishing all night, and the fishing he did was hard, strenuous work.  It 

involved casting out hundreds of pounds of net and then hauling them in by 

hand.  Over and over again.  He had just done this all night long.  He had 

done it without catching anything.  He had come ashore and with his 

partners had repaired, dried and folded his nets.  And now a carpenter—a 

landlubber—was telling him how to fish. 

  Now Simon had some misgivings about this.  “Master, we’ve worked 

hard all night and haven’t caught anything.”  But in spite of his misgivings, 

he nevertheless had faith to obey quickly.  He had, after all, seen miracles 

performed by Jesus in his own house.  His mother-in-law had been cured of 

a fever.  Most of Capernaum had flocked to his front yard shortly thereafter 

and had received healings for their hurts.  He did what he was asked.  J. C. 

Ryle makes this comment: 

 We need not doubt that a practical lesson for all Christians in 
contained under these simple circumstances.  We are meant to learn 
the blessing of ready unhesitating obedience to every plain command 
of Christ.  The path of duty may sometimes be hard and disagreeable.  
The wisdom of the course we propose to follow may not be apparent 
to the world.  But none of these things must move us.  We are not to 
confer with flesh and blood.  We are to go straightforward when Jesus 
says, “Go;” and do a thing boldly, unflinchingly and decidedly with 
Jesus says, “Do it.”  We are to walk by faith and not by sight, and 



believe that what we see not now to be right and reasonable, we shall 
see hereafter.  So acting we shall never find in the long run that we are 
losers. 

 Peter’s obedience was blessed.  Our lesson continues,  

 When they had done so, they caught such a large number of fish 
that their nets began to break.  So they signaled their partners in the 
other boat to come and help them, and they came and fill both boats 
so full that they began to sink. 

Now was this a miracle of knowledge or a miracle of power?  That is, was 

the miracle in the fact that Jesus knew just where the fish were, or was the 

miracle in his commanding the fish to enter the net?  The Bible doesn’t say 

and so it doesn’t matter.  What is clear, however, is that Jesus, as he has 

exerted authority in teaching, in healing and in casting out demons, now 

demonstrates his authority over nature.  He reveals again that he is sovereign 

and that his words are true.   

 Simon Peter recognizes this immediately.  He knows he is in the 

presence of the Holy One of Israel.  And he begins to realize, too, his own 

sinfulness.  The light of true holiness will do that; it will show us the 

sinfulness of sin, something we otherwise miss.  And so, filled with fear in 

the same way that Isaiah was filled with fear when granted a vision of the 



throne room of God and seeing God’s glory and his own sinfulness in the 

light of that glory, Peter falls at the feet of Jesus. 

 When Simon Peter saw this, he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, 
“Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!”  For he and all his 
companions were astonished at the catch of fish they had taken, and 
so were James and John, the sons of Zebedee, Simon’s partners.  

Now I want you to see something here, something that John MacArthur 

brings to our attention in his book, Twelve Ordinary Men.  This is the first 

time Luke calls him Simon Peter.  Jesus had not yet given Simon the name 

Peter, which means, “Rock.”  He did that later, at Caesarea Philippi, when 

Peter confessed that Jesus was the Christ.  The Lord said, “Blessed art thou, 

Simon bar Jonah, for flesh and blood hath not revealed it unto thee, but my 

Father which is in heaven.  And I say also unto thee, that thou are Peter, and 

upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail 

against it.”  In any event, watch this when you are reading your Bibles.  

Peter tends to be called Simon when there is something secular being 

mentioned.  Simon’s house.  Simon’s boat.  Simon’s other-in-law.  Peter also 

tends to be called Simon when he is acting according to his old, 

unregenerate nature, when he is walking unfaithfully.  He writes,  

 In Luke 22:31, foretelling Peter’s betrayal, Jesus said, “Simon, 
Simon!  Satan has asked for you, that he may sift you as wheat.”  
Later, in the Garden of Gethsemane, when Peter should have been 
watching and praying with Christ, he fell asleep.  Mark writes, 
“[Jesus] came and found them sleeping, and said to Peter, ‘Simon, are 
you sleeping?  Could you not watch one hour?  Watch and pray lest 



you enter into temptation.  The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 
weak.’”  Thus usually when Peter needed rebuke or admonition, Jesus 
referred to him as Simon.  It must have reached the point where 
whenever the Lord said, “Simon,” Pewter cringed.  He must have 
been thinking, “Please call me Rock.”  And the Lord might have 
replied, “I’ll call you Rock when you act like a rock.” 

So when he is faithful, then, Peter tends to be called “Peter.”  Here, as he 

falls at the feet of Christ, in essence confessing his sin, Luke first designates 

him Simon Peter. 

 “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man.”  Peter gets it half right.  

He is a sinful man.  And the natural reaction of the sinful man is to flee from 

God.  When Adam and Eve fell into sin, they covered themselves in leaves, 

trying to hide their shame from one another and they hid themselves in the 

woods trying to escape from the gaze of God.  I think you can rightly say 

that the whole story of the Bible is the story of God coming to seek and to 

save those who are hiding from him, lost in the darkness of trespasses and 

sin.  But while we as sinners cannot stand in the presence of a holy God and 

live, neither can we stay away from him and live.  In Psalm 51, David’s 

great Psalm of contrition, written after he had committed murder and 

adultery, David says to God, “Hide your face from my sins.”  Hide yourself 

from me.  Stay away.  Yet two verses later he writes, “Do not cast me from 

your presence or take your Holy Spirit from me.”  Because of his sin David 



has found out that he cannot live with God—nor can he live without him.  

He’s trapped, and there is nothing he can do to fix it.  He must have outside 

help.  God himself must come to the rescue and do what even the king of 

Israel cannot do.  So it is with Peter.  Lord Jesus, stay away.  I am a sinner.  

Our Lord, however, isn’t having it.  He speaks a word of comfort and 

tenderness to Peter.  “Don’t be afraid.”  In that short phrase Jesus tells Peter 

that a way has been made for sinners to be washed.  There is a way for them 

to stand before God justified.  There is a balm in Gilead to make the 

wounded whole.   

 This was a lesson that Peter would learn well over the course of the 

next months.  Turn to John 21.  Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, James, John and 

two other disciples have been out all night fishing.  They have caught 

nothing.   

 Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples 
did not realize that it was Jesus.   
 He called out to them, “Friends, haven’t you any fish?” 
 “No,” they answered. 
  He said, “Throw out your net on the right side of the boat and 
you will find some.”  When they did, they were unable to haul the net 
in because of the large number of fish. 

It was John, the beloved disciple, who first recognized him.  “It is the Lord.”  

Now remember—by this time Peter had denied the Lord three times.  He had 

boasted that he was ready to follow Jesus to the death, but when a servant 



girl confronted him he disowned his Master and Teacher in a flash.  How 

that sin and failure must have weighed heavily upon his heart.  But this time 

Peter was not thinking in his heart, “Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful 

man.”  It was just the opposite. 

 As soon as Simon Peter heard him say, “It is the Lord,” he 
wrapped his outer garment around him (for he had taken it off) and 
jumped into the water.   

Peter couldn’t wait.  He swam to shore to be near Jesus, taking with him his 

sins and his love and everything else that he had in his heart.  He ran to Jesus 

for forgiveness and restoration.   

 That is how you can tell the difference between remorse and true 

biblical repentance.  Those who are only remorseful for their sins run away 

from Jesus.  Judas was remorseful.  He was sorry he had betrayed his Lord.  

His conscience accused him, as did the thirty pieces of silver.  Things hadn’t 

worked out as he thought they would.  And yet he was unwilling to run to 

Jesus in humility, seeking for forgiveness.  He killed himself instead.  Peter, 

whose sin was just as black as that of Judas, was truly repentant.  He looked 

at his sin and was horrified.  And he turned from his sin and ran to Jesus as 

fast as he could go.  All who repent of their sins eagerly run to Jesus.  And 

Jesus receives all those who come to him with humble and contrite spirits.  



He receives sinners tenderly.  He is a friend to those who mourn because of 

their sins and who long for a righteousness not their own.   

 Are you sorry for your sins?  Are you tired of carrying them around 

with you all the time?  Perhaps you thought that with time they would go 

away.  They won’t.  There is only one cure for the sin-sick soul.  You must 

humble yourself.  You must go to Jesus.  You must plead for his mercy.  And 

you must commit yourself to walking in a new way.  Do not be afraid to go 

to him.  You may look at your sins and consider yourself to be the chief of 

sinners, and you may be right.  But go to him anyway.  He is a mighty 

Saviour for mighty sinners, and when he opens his arms to receive his 

children, they see that his hands bear the mark of nails and his brow the 

scars from a crown of thorns.  They are the marks of grace and mercy and 

sure tokens of complete forgiveness and full restoration.  Thanks be to God.  

In Christ’s name.  AMEN.   


