
Lay Reader Sermon Series I


The Fifth Sunday after Trinity


psalter:
Psalms 62 & 63
1st lesson:
Ecclesiastes 2:1-11, 18-23
2nd lesson:
Luke 5:1-11
"Let Down Your Nets"
When we get discouraged in the work of God's Kingdom – and we wouldn't be human if we didn't – we need to remember the words and events recorded in today's New Testament lesson: Jesus "said unto Simon, Launch out into the deep, and let down your nets for a draught. And Simon answering said unto him, Master, we have toiled all the night, and have taken nothing: nevertheless at thy word I will let down the net. And when they had this done, they inclosed a great multitude of fishes . . ."

"Few narratives, " it has been said, "are so full of encouragement to workers in the cause of the Kingdom." Through obedience to what Christ said to him, and be perseverance in his work, Saint Peter obtained results he never would have gotten if he had refused to do any more.

In speaking of persecutions that would come against His people, Christ said, "He that endureth to the end shall be saved." (Matthew 10:22) He later repeated the same admonition when He spoke of the times of great iniquity that would precede His coming again. In a football game between two high schools in the same county, which had a long-standing rivalry, the team from the smaller school went ahead seven to six with about two minutes left to play in the fourth quarter. The players on this team were jumping in the air and exchanging "high fives" in a mood of great exuberance; but their coach was standing on the sideline calling out, "It's not over yet! It's not over yet!" His team settled down and held on to win. "He that endureth to the end shall be saved."

We can think of God's promises to Abraham, and of the faith which the patriarch had in them: "Behold, my covenant is with you . . . to be God to you and your descendants after you." (Genesis 17:4, 7) He believed what God said to him, and it was accounted to him for righteousness, says Genesis (15:6); so that, centuries later, Saint Paul could write that all those who have faith in the promises of God as made known in Christ are the spiritual descendants of Abraham (Galatians 3:7). He is one of the heroes of the faith that the author os the letter to the Hebrews describes, one who had "descendants as many as the stars of heaven." (Hebrews 11:12) Therefore, concludes that writer, inspired by his example and those of many others who were faithful, "Let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us." (Hebrews 12:1)

Gideon was another of the heroes of the faith mentioned in Hebrews. He was one of the judges of Israel, who lived in the period before the monarchy was established. The Midianites had conquered the land, and were destroying the crops the Israelites planted, and driving off their flocks.

Gideon was threshing wheat one day in a winepress, to escape the notice of the Midianites. The Lord appeared to him as an angel, and said, "The Lord is with you, you mighty man of valor." His reply was skeptical: "Pray, sir, if the Lord is with us, why then has all this befallen us? . . . The Lord has cast us off, and given us into the hand of Midian."

But God replied, "Go in this might of yours and deliver Israel, do not I send you?" He still demurred, saying that his clan was the weakest in his tribe, and he the least in his family. The Lord would not relent, and said to him, "But I will be with you, and you shall smite the Midianites as one man."

Gideon finally accepted this task, made a sacrifice to God, and sent out a call for fighting men. So many came that the Lord commanded him to reduce his force to 300, "Lest Israel vaunt themselves against me, saying. My own hand has delivered me." Then, one night, in a masterpiece of psychological warfare, Gideon and his men routed the much larger force of Midianites, and regained Israel's independence. (You can read about how he did this in the Seventh chapter of the book of Judges.) For God was with him as he carried out the commission which he had received.

King Saul, the first of the monarchs of Israel, is not mentioned in the Epistle to the Hebrews, for he had gained a bad reputation because of things he had done during his reign. But at the beginning, he proved his nobility in the rescue of the people of Jabesh-Gilead from the Ammonites. Jabesh-Gilead was in Transjordan, where the Ammonites lived, and they resented this intrusion of the Israelites into territory they considered their own. They laid siege to the city, and then agreed to spare the lives of the inhabitants, but on terms so grim that the people asked for seven days' respite to see if the rest of Israel would come to help them. The Ammonites accepted this, much to their later regret.

When Saul received a report of what was going on, "The spirit of God came mightily upon" him. He sent messengers to all the tribes of Israel, and when they received his word, "The dread of the Lord fell upon the people, and they came out as one man;" which was not surprising, considering the form Saul gave his message (it is described in the Eleventh chapter of First Samuel). He and his men soon attacked the Ammonites, and rescued the people of Jabesh-Gilead. The Spirit of the Lord was with him as he carried out the rescue of these fellow Israelites. Both his and Gideon's examples show that God is with us when we work for Him and do His will.

The Psalms also encourage us to be faithful in God's work. Psalm 126 says, "They that sow in tears shall reap in joy. He that now goeth on his way weeping, and beareth forth good seed, shall doubtless come again with joy, and bring his sheaves with him." Or, as someone has paraphrased these verses, apparently helpless efforts will reap a harvest, in our own souls as well as in the souls of others. Psalm 127 admonishes us to trust God as we work for Him: "Except the Lord build the house, their labour is but lost that build it." It goes on to urge us to avoid "the bread of carefulness," that is, anxious toil or self-tormenting care, as someone has defined this metaphor for anxiety.

The Third chapter of Proverbs exhorts us, "Let not loyalty and faithfulness forsake you . . . Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight." Chapter 28 points out that "He who tills his land will have plenty of bread;" a valuable figure of speech for the work of the Church, because the idea of tilling implies perseverance and faith. And this chapter goes on to say, "A faithful man will abound with blessings."

Saint Paul forcefully reminded the Galatians that we will reap what we sow; that if we sow to the flesh, we will reap corruption, but if we sow to the Spirit, we will reap eternal life. Therefore, he says, "Let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not." (Galatians 6:7-10)
Last of all, we have these amazing words of our Lord: "Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes in me will also do the works that I do; and greater works than these will he do, because I go to the Father." (John 14:12) We will do greater works in scale, if not in quality; for example, the missionary work of Christians through the ages since Christ's earthly ministry. So in the assurance that the Lord is with us; and that He will make use of our faithful efforts to advance His Kingdom; and at His word and command, we will, like Saint Peter, let down our nets for a catch.
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