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Sanctity of Life Sunday

After Epiphany (A)


Fishing—A Matter of Life and Death

1.
You’ve heard the phrase, “It is a matter of life and death.”  The phrase means different things to different people. For many teenagers, their image seems like a matter of life and death.  For many students, getting good grades feels like a matter of life and death.  For many people, their livelihood—their job, their vocation—really IS a matter of life and death.  In this category, you probably think of police officers, firefighters, paramedics, doctors and nurses.  But have you ever thought about fishermen in this category?  Their job is a matter of life and death.

2.
It’s true.  Fishing is a matter of life and death.  Whether you’re working on a deep-sea fishing boat or running a fish farm, fishing can make the difference between living and dying.  Fishermen of every stripe depend on the income of the fish that they are catching to stay alive.  Some people depend on the nourishment they get from those fish to stay alive.  At the same time, fishermen are dealers of death.  Professional fishermen catch the fish and kill them on purpose.  When you go down to Gary’s or the Legion or the VFW to get fish, they’re dead, right?  You wouldn’t go to a restaurant and expect them to put a live fish on your plate.  The pet department at Wal-Mart’s for live fish.  Professional fishermen catch the fish and kill them so they can make money to keep themselves alive and so we can eat food to keep us alive.  This is what they do.

3.
Peter, Andrew, James and John belong to the realm of professional fishermen.  It’s probably what these four men had been brought up doing from the time they were old enough to drag a net.  They knew fishing was a matter of life and death.  Their next meal depended on what they caught on the Sea of Galilee.  If they had a good catch of fish, life was easier for a while.  If they didn’t catch any fish for a long time, it was possible that they and their families would starve.  For them, fishing was definitely a matter of life and death.

4.
How ironic that they would meet someone while fishing one day who would call them to a kind of fishing that was even more a matter of life and death.  Not just temporal life and death, but eternal life and death.  This rabbi from Nazareth came by the boats one day.  His name was Jesus.  He called out to these four fishermen and said, “Come, follow me, and I will make you fishers of men” (v19).  Why would they follow someone who’d say something like that?  Let’s take a look at this rabbi.  He’s not merely a rabbi.  He is the incarnate Word of God.  YHWH in the flesh.  As our psalm said, “YHWH is the strength of my life” (27:1).  YHWH is the reason we have life.  He created life and gives breath to all (Acts 17:25; Colossians 1:16; 1 John 5:11).  But He doesn’t just give earthly life.  He gives eternal life to those who follow Him (John 10:28).  Without Him there is no life or death.  He is the resurrection and the life (John 11:25) who conquers death and leaves behind an empty tomb.  He is the way, the truth and the life (John 14:6).  There is no other way, no other truth and no other source of life.  This is the rabbi who called out to these fishermen.  This is the rabbi who changed the fishermen’s definition of a matter of life and death when He died to give them and us eternal life, making these fishermen into fishers of men.

5.
What does this mean—fishers of men?  Very Lutheran question, isn’t it?  Peter, Andrew, James and John were dealers of death.  Jesus made them dealers of life—eternal life.  They were used to casting nets of rope into the Sea of Galilee to catch live fish.  Now, they cast their nets of the Word into the sea of humanity to catch sinners who are dead in their trespasses.  The fish they brought out of the water to kill them.  The sinners they drown in the waters of Baptism so that they will live forever.  Peter, Andrew, James and John made a decent living fishing for fish.  They earned nothing for fishing for men.  In fact, Peter, Andrew and James were put to death and John was exiled to the island of Patmos for preaching the Gospel.  There was nothing in it but death for them, but those four never stopped fishing for men.  Why?  Because this rabbi who called them away from their boats had given them life.  Because preaching Jesus IS a matter of life and death for sinners who need forgiveness of Jesus—sinners like us!  Because the Apostles told people who told people who told people, you and I have come to believe that Jesus died and rose for us.  Because the message that Peter, Andrew, James and John preached means the difference between life and death for the people we know, we won’t keep any more quiet than these fishers of men about the saving work of Christ.  Because God still calls pastors to fish for people, we come here to his house each week weighed down with our sin and leave with the joy of forgiveness.  Because He still sends His servants to tell His promises, to serve His body and blood and to fish for sinners, we come here with death and leave with life.  In baptism, you were drowned in the font.  You died with Jesus.  It’s as if you were on the Cross with Him, dying to pay for your sins.  You rose to life with Jesus.  It’s as if you came out of the tomb with him so you will live and never die.  Your baptism is a matter of life and death because it gives you Jesus’ death and life.

6.
Today is all about life and death.  It’s Sanctity of Life Sunday, a day that reminds us of our Lord’s precious gift of life, the most precious gift that our Heavenly Father has given us outside of our salvation.  Jesus came down to earth to live and die.  He went through life so that He could redeem us.  He was conceived by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mary.  He consecrated conception with His presence in Mary’s womb.  He grew up and went through puberty.  He faced the same ridicule and pressures that we all went through.  He was criticized for everything He did.  In the end, He was rejected by His own people and unjustly crucified for a crime He didn’t commit.  He healed people with terminal illnesses.  Like America today, His society avoided these people—like the plague.  Jesus showed that their illnesses did not make them any less valuable to Him.  He lived so He could die on the Cross for the forgiveness of our sins.  He died so that we can live forever.  That truly is a matter of life and death.

7.
Life Sunday brings with it a few issues:  abortion, suicide and euthanasia.  These issues affect us at different points in our lives.  At the beginning of life, some people believe that life is a gift from a mother who wants a child.  If the mother doesn’t want the child, life is expendable.  However, Jesus shows us in His conception and birth that all life is a gift from God.  It is God who ordains when and to whom life is given.  Abortion is legal at the moment.  However, it is a sin.  Abortion advocates believe that we humans know better than God when to give life and when to end life.  It’s time we tell our sons and daughters, as clearly and as plainly as we can, that it is impossible to fix the sin of premarital sex with the sin of abortion.  God fixes the sin of premarital sex with the gift of confession and absolution.  Abortion is murder.  That makes it a matter of life and death.  At the other end of the age spectrum, there are those who believe that you can end a life when it becomes inconvenient.  Some states have assisted suicide laws so that doctors can “mercifully” help terminally ill patients kill themselves so that they die “with dignity.”  Let me say that again.  In some states, it’s legal and profitable for doctors to kill their patients—as long as the patient keeps his/her dignity.  I don’t know about you, but there doesn’t seem to be anything dignifying about killing yourself so you don’t have to suffer.  I’ll be the first to admit that on Maundy Thursday Jesus prayed three times in the Garden of Gethsemane to let the cup of suffering pass from Him if there was any other way to bring about our salvation (Matthew 26:39-44).  Jesus, in His humanity, did not want to go through the suffering that was before Him.  However, Jesus entrusted Himself to His Heavenly Father:  “Not my will, but thine be done.”  As you can see, we have a Lord who can sympathize with our weaknesses.  He knows the depths of despair.  Today is a time where we remind one another and ourselves to do the same.  Despair will not end if we end our lives.  It will only bring more people into despair.  There may be circumstances in your life that you may think are matters of life and death, but our Lord has promised to be with us through everything and give us nothing more than we can handle.  He will be with you and even provide a way out of the situation (1 Corinthians 10:13).  Whether you’re depressed over your boyfriend/girlfriend/spouse being mad at you or your goldfish died or you have a terminal illness where researchers have not found a cure or a treatment, entrust yourself to God.  He will be there.  Suicide is a matter of life and death, but those tensions can be overcome by trusting in your Father in Heaven.

8.
Why do we Christians speak up about life issues?  Why do we work for an end to abortion and euthanasia?  Why do we reach out to hurting people who are in despair?  Why do we talk about what Jesus did for them and us?  We do it for the same reason as Peter, Andrew, James and John.  Jesus came down to earth to live and die for us so that we might live forever with Him in Heaven.  It’s a matter of life and death.  Amen.
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