Sabbath Day Sermon of May 26, 2012

By Rev. Dr. Flint Chika, Bishop

The Calling of Simon, James and John

Luke Chapter 5

Jesus was teaching at the lake of Gennesaret, also known as the Sea of Galilee or the sea of Tiberias, and as the crowd pressed on him to hear the word of God, he needed more room between himself and the crowd so that those farther behind could hear him. There were two ships standing by the lake, but the fishermen were gone out of them, and were washing their nets. Life has its risks. Simon and his fellow fishermen toiled all night and caught nothing, because was about to change their career from fishermen to fishers of men. Some work all night while others sleep. However hard one’s vocation, it is good to see people diligent in their work. Yet even the diligent are often disappointed. This should not discourage the believer who is called upon to endure hardness and be a good soldier for Jesus Christ. When things go wrong, believers still have hope and help from their God. Peter obeyed the commands of Jesus and caught a great multitude of fishers.

Jesus entered into one of the ships, which happened to be Simon’s and requested that he should thrust out a little away from the shore. Sitting in the ship, he taught the multitude from the ship. When Jesus has finished speaking, he said to Simon,  and told Peter to “Launch out into the deep, and let down your nets for a draught,”  Peter procrastinated, but then he cast the net. Their net caught so many fishes that their net broke, that they had to call to other fishermen to come and help them bring up the load. They caught so much fishes that their ships began to sink. Again, it turn out that the other men or partners they called come and help were the sons Zebedee. Would you say that all these happenings are coincidences, or that God is on the move to hire some workers for his vine yard?
Peter was awestruck at this miracle, and his first response was to feel his own insignificance in comparison to this man’s greatness. Peter knew that Jesus had healed the sick and cast out demons, but he was amazed that Jesus cared about his day-to-day routine and understood his needs. God is interested not only in saving us, but also in helping us in our daily activities.
11-17. They forsook all, meaning that they did not bother to have the ship load of fishes sold first for money before following him. Jesus Christ called Peter, James and John. So powerful and effective was that call that they surrendered everything to the Lordship of Jesus. It was an all-or-nothing decision, and they left all to follow him, not knowing where it would lead them or what they might be called upon to do or to suffer. There are two requirements for coming to God. Like Peter, we must recognize our own sinfulness. And then, like these fishermen, we must realize that we cannot save ourselves. If we know that we need help, and if we know that only Jesus who can help us, we will be ready to leave everything and follow him.
Leprosy was a common disease among the Jews. It was transmitted and incurable at that time. It had a similar emotional impact and terror associated with it as AIDS does today. Lepers were considered unclean, and were cut off from their people. They could not occupy the office of the priesthood, could not associate with clean people, and were obliged to shout out that they were unclean as they walked down the street (Lev. 13:45).  The priests acted as the physicians to diagnose the disease and to watch it carefully.  Leprosy from the biblical perspective is represented of sin, which cuts men off from god until cleansed. Jesus is the only cure for the leprosy of sin (Num. 12:1-15).
Jesus was not a schismatic; he gave the priests no reason to accuse him of dividing the Jews by separating them from the temple or the synagogue. Here he commanded the healed leper to show himself to the priest and get clearance, since he was no longer leprous. That such a man could be made whole was nothing short of a miracle. The priest, upon seeing this should have known that Jesus was no mere man. But they chose to ignore and deny his deity as the Son of God and Israel’s Messiah.  Even as the multitude flocked, but Jesus made sure he often withdrew to quiet, solitary places to pray. Like Jesus, however, we should take time from our busy schedule to withdraw to a quiet place to pray. Strength comes from God, and we can get it only by spending time with him in prayer.
Pharisees and doctors of the law, i.e., Jewish aristocrats and businessmen who heard of the fame of Jesus and came to carp (to find fault or complain querulously). The power of the Lord was present to help these critics too as well if they had desired it, but it is not surprising that those who saw others healed would turn away from the Son of God?  These were Pharisees, and doctors of the law, sitting by; not sitting at the feet of Jesus, to learn of him; but, by what follows, it appears that they were not healed of their corrupted hearts, but caviled (to raise trivial and frivolous objection) at Jesus Christ; for they sat by as persons unconcerned, as if the word of Jesus Christ were nothing to them. They sat by as spectators, censors, and spies, to pick up something on which to ground a reproach or accusation. 

How many are there in the midst of true Christian assemblies, where the gospel is preached, that do not sit under the word, but sit by!  There are always such in the church or wherever the true children of God are gathered. It is to them as a tale that is told them, not as a message that is sent them; they are willing that we should preach before them, not that we should preach to them. These Pharisees and scribes (or doctors of the law) came out of every town of Galilee, and Judea, and Jerusalem; they came from all parts of the nation. Probably, they appointed to meet at this time and place, to see what remarks they could make upon Jesus Christ and what he said and did. They were in a confederacy, as those that said, Come, and let us devise devices against Jeremiah, and agree to smite him with the tongue (Jer. 18:18).
18-26. The Pharisees and doctors thought in their minds, “Who can forgive sin, but God along?” That Jesus Christ has the power on earth to forgive, sins and his healing diseases was an incontestable proof of that power. The doctrines that are taught us and confirmed to us by the story of this cure, is that sin is the fountain of all sickness, and the forgiveness of sin is the only foundation upon which a recovery from sickness can comfortably be built (Matt. 12:43). Therefore, you who claim today to be Christ or God on earth, we ask, “When will thou heal thy sick and blind followers?”  The Jewish businessmen and the aristocrats asked the right question here. If God alone can forgive sins and Jesus did this, then he must be God. Jesus claim to be God eventually was used by the Jewish religious leaders to convince Pilate to crucify him. But his crucifixion occurred at the time appointed when transgression must be finished, reconciliation made with the Father, and everlasting righteousness brought in by the cutting off of Messiah the true Israelite the one and only sacrifice for our sins (Daniel. 9:24-26).
27-32. The Publicans, i.e., “tax collectors” were looked upon as extortionists by the Jews, who taxed them (Luke. 3:13; 18:11; 19:8). Jesus was criticized for associating with them (Matt. 9:11; 11:19). Some of them heard Jesus and became believers (15:1; Matt. 21:31; Mark 2:15). The apostle Matthew was a tax collector (Matt. 10:3). It was a wonder of his grace that he would not only admit a converted publican into his family, but would keep company with unconverted publicans, that he might have an opportunity of doing their souls good; he justified himself in it, as agreeing with the great design of his coming into the world. Here is a wonder of grace indeed, that Jesus Christ undertakes to be the Physician of souls distempered by sin, and ready to die of the distemper (he is a Healer by office, v. 31)—that he has a particular regard to the sick, to sinners as his patients, convinced awakened sinners, that see their need of the Physician—that he came to call sinners, the worst of sinners, to repentance, and to assure them of pardon, upon repentance.
For more than 400 years since after their return from Babylonian captivity the Jerusalem religious leaders had been concerned with the huge body of religious tradition that had been accumulated; man-made traditions that were mostly brought back to Jerusalem from Babylon, that they had lost sight of Scripture. Now these leaders felt threatened because Jesus challenged their security, i.e., their hold on the people with their corrupt religion; but now the people were flocking to hear the truth from Jesus and to be healed by him.
In the lowering down of the man with palsy from the roof by his friends in a private house where Jesus as teaching, it wasn’t the man’s faith that impressed Jesus, but the faith of his friends. Jesus responded to their faith and healed the man. For better or worse our faith attracts others. It is true we cannot make another person a Christian, but we can do much through our words, actions, and love to give a person chance to respond. Believers ought to look for opportunities at all times to bring their friends and relatives to the living Jesus Christ.

When Jesus told the paralyzed man his sins were forgiven, the Jewish religious leaders accused him of blasphemy. In Jewish law blasphemy was punishable by death (Lev. 24:15). Accusing Jesus of blasphemy showed that they chose not to believe that Jesus is God, and that he has God’s power to heal both the body and the soul. They should have known that Jesus is God, if they said it themselves that only God can forgive sins. Forgiveness of sins then was a clear sign that Jesus was the Messiah (Jer. 40:2; Joel 2:32; Mich. 7:18, 19; Zech. 13:1).

In the calling of Levi, who became Matthew the disciple and author of the Gospel of Matthew, Levi responded as Jesus would want all his followers to do. He followed his Lord immediately, and he called his friends together to meet him too. Levi left a lucrative, though probably dishonest, tax collecting business to follow Jesus. The reception Matthew held gave his fellow tax collectors and other notorious “sinners” the opportunity to meet Jesus and hear the gospel. The Pharisees wrapped their sin in respectability, but Jesus chose not to spend time with the proud and self-righteous religious leaders, but with people who sensed their own sin and knew they were not good enough for God. In order to come to God, we must repent; and in order to renounce our sin, we must recognize it for what it is.
33-36. “And they said unto him, why do the disciples of John fast often, and make prayers, and likewise the disciples of the Pharisees; but thine eat and drink?” Jesus knew his death was coming. After that time, fasting would be in order. Although he was fully human, Jesus knew he was God and knew why he had come—to die for the sins of the world.

Jesus reply, “But the days will come, when the bridegroom shall be taken away from them,” is an oblique expression referring to the death of Jesus Christ followed by his resurrection and ascension. Nevertheless, he would send them the promised Holy Spirit, who would take his place in their hearts.

The parables of the new cloth and the new wine in old wineskins teach the same lesson. Any effort to mix the kingdom of God with the old legalistic Jewish system is self-defeating. The truth of this was demonstrated after Pentecost when the church and synagogue finally had to be separated for the Judiastic community continued in works of merit even till this day.

In other words, like old wineskins, the Pharisees were too rigid to accept Jesus, who could not be contained in their traditions, or rules. The doctrines of Christianity according to Jesus required new approaches, new traditions, and new structures.  The church programs must be structured that they have more room for a fresh touch of the Holy Spirit, new methods based on the Scriptures, or a new idea as taught by Jesus Christ and delivered to his church through the Holy Spirit.
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