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The One That Got Away 

Luke 5:1-11 

 
                Years ago I visited with a former parishioner over lunch.  The two of us were 
talking about evangelism.  The man said, “You know, Mark, I really let one get by me the 
other day.  I have a friend who was church shopping.”  And then my luncheon guest 
gave me the man’s name.  He was a prominent member of the community.  This church 
member said, “For some reason, I didn’t think to mention our church to my friend.  And 
the other day I heard that he joined another congregation here in town.  He would have 
made a wonderful member!”  And then my friend shook his head and said, “I am going 
to do my best to see that doesn’t happen again!” 

                What this person is describing is a fish story.  For the man was saying that if we 
had caught his friend in our net, it would have been a great catch.  But the problem, this 
church member confessed, was that he had forgotten to use any bait.  He had gone 
fishing without a lure.  And so his friend had been hooked by another congregation, and 
so the only thing that could be done was to lament the missed opportunity and resolve 
to try again.  The man who went elsewhere became, then, “the one that got away.” 

                Our text this morning is also a fish story, but the difference is that Luke’s tale 
has a happy ending.  The scene of this story, the gospel tells us, is the Lake of 
Gennesaret.  That famous body of water in Israel was known by three names—the Sea 
of Galilee, the Sea of Tiberius, and the Lake of Gennesaret.  We know that this inland 
lake is thirteen miles long and eight miles wide, and we also know that in the time of 
Jesus, the Sea of Galilee was teeming with fish.  Eye-witness accounts have recorded 
sighting phenomenal schools of fish so tightly packed—traveling on the water’s 
surface—that they looked as if they formed a solid carpet for an entire acre. 

                But as this passage from Luke opens, there is no carpet of fish to be found.  
Simon Peter complains to Jesus that there don’t seem to be any fish anywhere.  Peter is 
fishing with his two partners, James and John, the sons of Zebedee.  But the three 
fishermen have no luck.  “Master,” says Peter, “we have worked all night long but have 
caught nothing.”  We can tell by his words that Peter is tired and discouraged.  
Obviously, many fish have gotten away, have eluded the nets of these men.  In fact, 
Peter and James and John have quit, given up.  Indeed, they are washing their nets, as 
the text begins.  Jesus sees their two empty boats and asks Simon Peter if he can use his 
to speak to the people.  Peter takes Jesus a short distance, and then Jesus sits down and 



teaches the folk who are pressed together on the shore.  When he is finished, Jesus tells 
Peter to take the boat out into the deep water; then Simon Peter tells Jesus how poorly 
they have fared, but then he adds, “Yet if you say so, I will let down the nets.” 

                But as soon as Jesus and Peter do this, the next verse says, “They caught so 
many fish that their nets were beginning to break.”  The two men need help, and so 
they signal the brothers on the beach to come and bring the other boat.  Soon both 
boats are so filled with fish that they begin to sink.  The huge catch frightens Peter, Luke 
tells us, because he feels unworthy to receive it:  “But when Simon Peter saw it, he fell 
down at Jesus’ knees, saying, ‘Go away from me Lord, for I am a sinful man!’”  Then 
Jesus reassures Simon Peter, but in a different way.  “Do not be afraid,” he says.  “From 
now on you will be catching people.” 

                This is an amazing passage for a number of reasons.  The New Testament 
scholar William Barclay is always eager to point out the miraculous powers of Jesus.  But 
in commenting on these particular verses, Barclay says this:  “There is no need to think 
that Jesus created a school of fish for the occasion….most likely Jesus’ keen eye saw just 
such a school and his keen sight made it look like a miracle” (William Barclay, The 
Gospel of Luke).  And yet what is even more noteworthy about this passage is what it 
represents.  It signifies a turning-point in the ministry of Jesus.  For the first time, Jesus 
has left the synagogue for the seashore.  And while Jesus will return briefly to the 
synagogue, Chapter Five of Luke marks the real beginning of his public ministry.  Jesus 
decides to go where the people are; his parish becomes the out-of-doors, and his pulpit 
becomes a boat.  In other words, with these verses, Jesus becomes an evangelist. 

                We are now in the Season of Epiphany, that time during the church year when 
we reflect on the visit of the three kings to the manger in Bethlehem.  And so one of the 
themes of Epiphany is missions, of reaching out to the world in the name of Christ.  Our 
passage from Luke 5 is the Gospel lection for the day, because it contains Jesus’ first 
official action as a missionary, as an evangelist:  the calling of his disciples.  Verse Eleven 
tells us that the four men were able to get the boats laden with fish back to shore.  But 
in the space of a few words, Dr. Luke says that the tremendous catch is really 
unimportant:  “When they had brought their boats to shore, they left everything and 
followed him.”  A huge catch of fish is one thing, Jesus seems to be telling them:  “But I 
will offer you something infinitely more satisfying and rewarding—catching people.” 

                And as the three men leave their nets to follow Jesus, it is clear that he has not 
allowed this opportunity to slip through his fingers.  He has skillfully used the nets and 
the fish as an object lesson, as a lure, and Simon Peter and James and John are hooked.  
They decide to give up all they know as fishermen to try something new and challenging 
as disciples.  They would not be ones who refused the invitation of Jesus.  Peter and 
James and John would not be the ones that got away. 



                How is your discipleship these days?  Have you ever led anyone to Jesus 
Christ?  Or have you wondered what it would be like if you invited a neighbor or co-
worker or friend to participate in a faith journey?  When it comes to evangelism, it is all 
about marketing.  We sell the Lord Jesus Christ and Hammond Street congregational 
Church in that order!  But it must begin with an invitation, with an inquiry. 

                In 1980, I became the pastor of a small rural church just outside Austin, Texas.  
It was my first time to solo—to have a church of my own.  Soon after our family arrived, 
I met the visitation team--two men.  Every Tuesday night, John and Begrime would 
comb the neighborhoods of South Austin in search of new members. 

                This duo looked like Mutt and Jeff.  John was well over six feet and Begrime 
was closer to five.  John was in his 50’s and Begrime was in his 70’s.  As different as they 
looked, they made a terrific visitation team—faithful, dependable, committed people. 

                One Tuesday night Begrime was ill, and so I went out calling with John.  As we 
drove through the countryside, I asked John how he came to be a church visitor.  John 
smiled and said, “Well, Mark, it wasn’t always this way.  I didn’t become a Christian until 
eight years ago.”  I said, “Tell me about that.”  And so he did. 

                At that time John was living in Yorktown, Texas.  He owned two businesses and 
was suffering severe problems.  One of his stores had burned to the ground, and the 
other was having real difficulties.  John was so sick with worry about his financial future 
that he wasn’t eating or sleeping.  He said, “I was absolutely beside myself.”  One 
morning when things were at their worst, John said, “I was driving toward town. And at 
a fork in the road, instead taking the road to the right toward my store, I turned to the 
left.”  He said, “It was almost as if I wasn’t driving the car.”  John said he found himself 
driving toward a dry cleaner in a shopping center.  “The only thing I knew about the 
owner,” john said, “was that she was a Christian.”  When john walked in the front door, 
all he could say to the woman was, “I don’t know why I’m here.” 

                John’s eyes filled with tears as he said, “Without a word, this woman took out a 
Bible which was underneath the counter.  And for the first time, the lady told me the 
story of God’s love.  That’s the day,” he said, “I became a Christian.”  Since that 
visitation night 39 years ago, I have thought of John’s story many times—wondering 
what I might have said.  If John had come into your store with those words, would you 
have said something like, “It looks like you’ve forgotten your laundry!”  Like Jesus, the 
owner of that establishment seized the day.  She saw to it that a new soul was added to 
God’s kingdom.  She made a prize catch in her net, another disciple named John who 
would one day also lead others to Christ. 

In another church I served, I remember the Sunday a couple joined the 
congregation.  I also recall the incredible persistence of the evangelism team.  Over a 



period of nearly two years, our team members were in the home of these people fifteen 
times, and our evangelism pastor was there three or four times himself.  Now you may 
say, well that’s the difference between living in the Bible Belt and living in New 
England!  While it is true that “evangelism” is the “e” word that isn’t often mentioned in 
these parts, the need is still the same.  And while we don’t have a visitation team per se 
at Hammond Street, we have some very effective evangelists.  And you may be among 
them! 

As a pastor, I have learned never to say never when it comes to evangelism.  
Because God never gives up on us, you and I should never give up on catching a person 
in our net.  Later in my tenure at the country church in South Austin, I remember the 
Sunday Glenn and Margaret visited for the first time.  When this distinguished retired 
Army Colonel and his beautiful blonde wife walked into the sanctuary, every head 
turned.  “Who in the world are these people?” Everyone seemed to be silently asking. 

A few days later, I spent a delightful evening in Glenn and Margaret’s lovely 
home.  They had just moved to the area, the parents of a grown daughter, Leslie, and a 
son, Wayne, who had just begun his freshman year of college.  As I talked with this 
charming, cultured couple who had lived all over the world, I couldn’t help thinking of 
how I would put them to work!  Glenn and Margaret were like a dream come true.  They 
were so enthusiastic, surely they would join soon.  But the next Sunday came, and they 
were not in church.  I was surprised and telephoned them.  They offered some excuse.  
The next week, still they did not come.  I wrote them, sent John and Begrime to call.  
Weeks went by.  Still no Glenn and Margaret.  They were evasive when I called.  How 
disappointed I was!  When it became obvious they were not coming back, I was angry 
and bitter.  How much time and energy I had invested in these people—all for no 
reason. 

And then there was the Sunday a year later when I saw Glenn and Margaret 
sitting in the congregation.  To my complete and total surprise, they walked down the 
aisle and joined the church.  Three weeks later, Wayne was killed in a car accident the 
day after his nineteenth birthday. As I stared at those nineteen red roses on his casket, I 
vowed that I never would give up on any potential member of the church of Jesus Christ. 

What about you?  Clyde Baker takes all of our first time visitors a bowl of 
chocolates.  But as I read the Bible, we are all called to be evangelists.  Fully 80% of all 
people who unite with a church do so because they were first invited by a friend or 
relative.  80%!  There are people on your street, in your office, and in your family who 
could be sitting next to you this morning.  All it takes is a little bait, a lure with a hook set 
in it:  “I’d be glad to pick you up next Sunday and bring you to church.”  That is fishing 
with expectation, fishing for success. 



My son, Justin, is a devoted fisherman.  He loves to catch and release bass in 
the lakes near his home in San Antonio.  A pastor by the name of Buckner Fanning tells 
the story of the time when he and his son, Steve, went fishing.  The two of them would 
“fish a little and talk a little.”  Steven Fanning said, “Dad, do you know why Jesus chose 
fishermen for his disciples?” 

“No, I hadn’t thought about it.  Why do you think he did?” 

“”Well,” Steve replied, “if those two fellows in that boat over there called out 
and said, ‘We don’t know you, but if you will cast your lines on the other side of the 
boat, you’ll catch some fish.’  Why, you know we’d do it.” 

“Or suppose,” he continued, “they were to pull upside our boat and say, ‘Hey, 
we’ve got a crazy kind of lure here that no one has ever used, but we believe it will catch 
lots of fish.  You want to try it?’” 

“We would try it!  We aren’t catching anything but a cold.  We would try it.  
We’d even pay for it.” 

Steve said, “You know why Jesus chose fishermen for his disciples?  Because 
fishermen will try anything once!” 

Buckner Fanning adds, “Not only that, but once they get started they will stay 
out there all night.  They are the most persistent folk in the world.  That’s what Jesus 
calls us to do also.” 

Fish stories can be fun, but when it comes to the church, they can also be 
tragic.  You are here today, because somewhere at some time, you were caught in that 
net which never breaks, that net which can always hold one more.  In your fishing for 
people in the days ahead, my prayer will be for your success.  Do all you can not to let 
that one get away! 
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