A Man Like No Other #11

“Midst-Life Crisis”

Luke 5:1-11

Thirty-five to forty years ago, the phrase “mid-life crisis” emerged in the American vernacular. This has been described as a time of intense personal evaluation, when frightening and disturbing thoughts surge through the mind. We start questioning who we are and why we’re here and why every​thing matters so much. It is a period of self-doubt and disenchantment with everything…everything familiar and stable. The mind plays tricks on us. We entertain terrifying thoughts that can’t be admitted or revealed even to those closest to us.
 We are tempted to think, “I am trapped in a life that is unfulfilling. I deserve a chance to make changes before it is too late, to discover my own identity and to find personal happiness.” A mid-life crisis can lead us to irrational thinking, impetuous purchases and irresponsible relationships.


Haddon Robinson provides an example of this in his booklet, Mid-Life:
A man sits in a physician’s office. His life reads like an oft-told story. When John was in his early twenties, he married Mary, a beautiful and talented young woman. Mary was three years older than John and when she graduated from college she worked as a secretary to put John through school. After John com​pleted his education, Mary bore him two lovely children. She was an excellent mother, and not only had enough mothering for her daughters, but enough left over to give to John, who seemed to need and appreciate it. As John achieved suc​cess in his profession, they moved into a new house and Mary, with her skill and taste, turned it into a comfortable home. Measured by conven​tional standards, John and Mary enjoyed suc​cess and possessed an ideal marriage.
About three years ago something happened to John. Something he had not expected. Some​thing that almost devastated him. John turned forty. That birthday changed the way he looked at life. He began to notice television commercials for hair coloring, and decided to touch up his graying temples. He noticed a tire around his middle larger than the tires on his car, and de​termined to join a health club to work it off. He noticed some of the ads in men’s magazines that told him how to dress and look young. As a re​sult, he purchased a flashy new wardrobe and he invested in a sports car.

At the office John noticed a statuesque, twenty-six-year-old receptionist. She admired John, listened to him, and certainly didn’t mother him. John could not help comparing her to Mary. Mary was forty-three now and the bloom had faded from her good looks. Worse, John thought of her as complacent and unexciting. He fantasized about an affair with the recep​tionist and before long turned his fantasy to real​ity. He met her for a weekend at a hotel in another city, but when he finally spent a night with her, the encounter was not all that he had imagined. He came away feeling guilty and de​pressed.

Recently, John began to drink heavily. Al​cohol—which in his teens had been the badge of manhood, in his twenties a symbol of sociability, in his thirties an antidote to fatigue—now masked anxiety and a sense of futility. Today John sits in a physician’s office, and that is his story.

John is not a patient, however. John is the physician. Change a few details and that episode could characterize a business executive, a minister, an architect, or an airline pilot. Ask men in their forties—and women for that mat​ter—if they recognize themselves in John, and most will tell you it is the story of their lives.

John’s experience has been called “the mid-life crisis.” Others have labeled it the “male menopause.” That phrase makes no sense if it is used physiologically, but it becomes apt when used emotionally or psychologically. What is more, John’s experience is not unique. While no scientific poll has ever been taken to de​termine the incidence of the mid-life crisis among men, the phenomenon appears rather widespread. Most men—if not all—experience the mid-life syndrome in some way or another.


Though it may not be as popular a phrase as it was a generation ago, doctors and psychologists recognize the reality of the mid-life crisis. Scores of books and studies have been published—perhaps the best-known Christian book on the subject is Men in Mid-Life Crisis by Jim Conway.
 For this is not only a physical and psychological issue; in fact, I would argue that mid-life crisis is primarily a spiritual issue, as the root cause of it all can be identified as “a crisis of mean​ing.”


Nor is the mid-life crisis a relatively new phenomenon. As Chuck Swindoll points out, the book of Ecclesiastes is really a journal of Solomon’s mid-life crisis as he sought long and hard for meaning and purpose in life. And with painful honesty he recorded how boring and how monotonous his search became.


Our message this morning is not about Solomon and his search for meaning, though. We are continuing our study in the life and teaching of Jesus, and this morning we come to an event not in the life of Jesus but in the lives of His closest earthly friends. I hesitate to call it a “mid-life crisis” because we have no idea how old these men were; they may well have been in their twenties, for all we know. So I am referring to this as a “midst-life crisis,” meaning that it occurred in the midst of their lives, though we don’t know exactly where in the spectrum between their birth and death.


I direct your attention to the fifth chapter of Luke’s gospel, the first eleven verses. While there are some similarities between this story and those recorded in Matthew 4, Mark 1, and John 21, I agree with those who hold that the differences are too many and too great for them to be referring to the same incident.

The chapter begins on the shores of the Sea of Galilee (called “the lake of Gennesaret” here and elsewhere in Luke). It measures roughly 13 miles by 7 miles and is situated about 700 feet below sea-level.
 (This makes it a bit larger than Clinton Lake, 58,240 to 49,000 acres, or 91 to 76.56 square miles.) Quite a crowd had gathered, and Jesus noticed two fishing boats on shore, with the fishermen cleaning their nets. (It was a common practice in those days to fish at night, sell their catch in the morning, then clean the nets and spread them to dry out for the next evening’s work.) Jesus got into one of the boats—belonging to Simon Peter—and asked Simon to put out a little from shore. Then He sat down (remember, this was the usual posture for teaching back then) and taught the people from the boat. Why would He do this? John Phillips explains,
The acoustical properties of this area are remarkable. The still water acts as a sounding board, a loudspeaker. It picks up a speaker’s voice and throws it up the beach and the hillside so that everyone can hear what is being said even when it is spoken in a conversational tone of voice. The Lord did not have to raise His voice to be heard by one and all.

No doubt Simon and the other three fishermen kept on working while Jesus used his ship as a platform from which to address the huge crowd on the shore.

 A Monotonous Career 


We pick up the story in verses 4-5,

When he had finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out into deep water, and let down﻿ the nets for a catch.” 

Simon answered, “Master, we’ve worked hard all night and haven’t caught anything. But because you say so, I will let down the nets.”

Jesus completed His teaching, and now turns His attention to Simon. Certainly this was not the first time they had met; remember how Andrew introduced them in John chapter one? In the mean time, however, we don’t know what happened to these four. Perhaps they thought Jesus had no interest in them as disciples and returned to their normal routines at home and on the sea, back to their old lives as commercial fishermen, dutifully dropping the nets each night and consistently coming up empty.
 


Don’t get me wrong; I’m not suggesting that these four were failures in their chosen fields. In fact, they may well have been in the upper-middle class economically for their times. This particular night they caught nothing, but that was not the expected outcome. But, like the successful doctor in the illustration earlier, they were trapped in a monotonous career—the same thing, day in and day out (or, in their case, night in and night out), catching fish, selling fish, cleaning nets, then do it all over again. 


This particular morning, though, they had been unsuccessful. They fished all night long and caught nothing. Think about those words again: All…night…long. As one who worked the overnight shift for several years, that’s rough. And to think they had nothing to show for it! So when Jesus asked him to put out into the deep water to try again, Simon was not all that thrilled about it! Max Lucado imagines how Simon would have told it:
“The last thing I wanted to do was fish. But that was exactly what Jesus wanted to do. I had fished all night. My arms ached. My eyes burned. My neck was sore.
“It had been a long night. I don’t know how many times we had thrown that net into the blackness and heard it slap against the sea. I don’t know how many times we had held the twine rope as the net sank into the water. All night we had waited for that bump, that tug, that jerk that would clue us to haul in the catch … but it had never come. At daybreak, I was ready to go home.

“When Jesus finished teaching, he turned to me. I stood and had begun to pull anchor when he said, ‘Push out into the deep, Simon. Let’s fish.’

“I groaned. I looked at John. We were thinking the same thing. As long as he wanted to use the boat for a platform, that was fine. But to use it for a fishing boat—that was our territory. I started to tell this carpenter-teacher, ‘You stick to preaching, and I’ll stick to fishing.’ But I was more polite: ‘We worked all night. We didn’t catch a thing.’

“He just looked at me. I looked at John. John was waiting for my cue …

“I wish I could say I did it because of love. I wish I could say I did it out of devotion. But I can’t. All I can say is there is a time to question and a time to listen. So, as much with a grunt as with a prayer, we pushed out.

“With every stroke of the oar, I muttered. With every pull of the paddle, I grumbled. ‘No way. No way. Impossible. I may not know much, but I know fishing. And all we’re going to come back with are some wet nets.’”


Tell me you wouldn’t have felt the same way! In our time of working on the church, I’ve worked beside an electrician and a plumber…at the same time. (I won’t embarass them by giving names.) I don’t know if I’ve ever heard more good-natured jabs between different tradesmen! (They were good-natured, weren’t they?) I’d bet Simon at least thought (if he didn’t mutter it under his breath), “You stick to preaching, and I’ll stick to fishing.” (I’m sure some of the workers have been tempted to say the same to me from time to time!) It was a well-known fact that, in the Sea of Galilee, you caught fish at night in the shallow water, not in the daytime in the deep water. What Jesus asked Simon to do was contrary to all of his training and experience.
 He was reluctant at first but, calling Jesus “Master,” he begrudgingly had his men lower the nets, despite having spent all morning cleaning them. In Simon’s mind, it was a fool’s errand just to appease the Rabbi.
 It does point to an important point, though: Surrendered people obey God’s word, even if it doesn’t make sense.

A Miraculous Catch


Simon’s reluctant consent led to a miraculous catch, recorded in verses 6-7,

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 filled both boats so full that they began to sink.
Obedience brings results!
 Simon tugged the nets and shockingly discovered the top line taut to the point of breaking. The scene from shore must have been comical as he frantically barked orders to the crew as they scrambled around the deck, trying to haul in the nets full of fish.
 As Simon might have put it, 
“We got the net in just before it began to tear. I’d never seen such a catch. It was like plopping down a sack of rocks in the boat. We began to take in water. John screamed for the other boat to help us. It was quite a scene: four fishermen in two boats, knee-deep in fish, and one carpenter seated on our bow, relishing the pandemonium.”


Don’t think for a moment that God doesn’t have a sense of humor! I’m sure that Jesus sat back with a satisfied smile on His face as He watched the fishermen feverishly hauled in the miraculous catch. Whenever we are tempted to doubt, He will do something to prove that “nothing is impossible with God.”

A Momentous Change


Most significantly, this led to a momentous change. As Lucado continues Simon’s recollections,

“That’s when I realized who he was. And that’s when I realized who I was: I was the one who told God what he couldn’t do! ‘Go away from me, Lord; I’m a sinful man.’ There wasn’t anything else I could say. I don’t know what he saw in me, but he didn’t leave. Maybe he thought if I would let him tell me how to fish, I would let him tell me how to live. 

“It was a scene I would see many times over the next couple of years—in cemeteries with the dead, on hillsides with the hungry, in storms with the frightened, on roadsides with the sick. The characters would change, but the theme wouldn’t. When we would say, ‘No way,’ he would say, ‘My way.’ Then the ones who doubted would scramble to salvage the blessing. And the One who gave it would savor the surprise.”

It was the way of Jesus…then and now.

Notice the impact was not only on Simon, but all four were shaken to the core by this event. In all their years of fishing, they had never witnessed anything like it.
 But Simon did not rush to Jesus and ask, “How did you do that? What’s your secret? We could make a killing with a catch like this every night!” No, he fell on his knees and cried, “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!” Larry Richards comments,

We cannot stand in the presence of Jesus and see him clearly as the Holy One of God without becoming sensitive to the fact that we are sinners. A person who compares himself to other people can take some comfort in the fact that many are worse than he. But if we compare ourselves to Jesus Christ, we take no comfort at all. We know how far short we fall. When this happens, our first reaction may be that of Simon, who felt both guilt and shame. Simon’s impulsive solution was to beg Jesus to withdraw. But if Jesus were to withdraw from us, we would be left with our problem of guilt and shame unresolved.


Jesus did not do as Simon said. (He has a way of not doing what men tell Him to do, as you may have already noticed!) Instead, in verse ten he said, “Don’t be afraid; from now on you will catch men.” First, Jesus reassures Simon. Do not be afraid means “Stop being fearful” rather than “Don’t get scared,” calming an existing fear.
 “From now on”  introduces a new set of circumstances. A turning-point has been reached. From now on things will be different with Simon. The nature of the new life to which Jesus is calling him comes out in the final words: “You will be catching men.” Both the Greek verb and its tense are indicative. The verb zōgreō means “to catch alive,” while the verb tense is continuous, signifying a habitual practice. And he will no longer be concerned with fish but with people.
 


Verse eleven concludes, “So they pulled their boats up on shore, left everything and followed him. When the fishing party got to land they left everything. They left a good, steady income. Fishermen made a better-than-average income, so leaving their job was an act of radical commitment economically.
 They left the greatest catch they had seen in all their lives. That catch was not as important as what it showed them about Jesus, so they followed Him. They became disciples in the fullest sense.
 Luke’s emphasis was on the fact that one must respond wholeheartedly to the gospel; it could not be a wishy-washy affair.
 The particulars of what Jesus requires of His disciples varies tremendously, but of all followers He demands total allegiance. He must be Lord of all, not merely one significant voice among many others.

The disciples’ unprecedented haul of fish that day didn’t prompt them to invite Jesus to become a senior partner in the business. They under​stood the principle Jesus was teaching: with Me, you can do all things; without Me, everything you touch will come to nothing. When they were ready to accept this truth, they had eyes to see and ears to hear the call of God to pursue their purpose. Simon, Andrew, John, and his brother James immediately dropped their nets, left everything behind, and responded to the call of Jesus.

Jesus has prepared the way and has made following our destiny possible, whereas we are helpless by ourselves. We can find and fulfill our purpose by responding to the clear, simple call of Jesus Christ: “Follow Me.” He is the doorway to fulfilling our destiny, where our divine design and God-ordained purpose live in perfect harmony.


Thus Simon Peter (along with his fellow fishermen) faced a midst-life crisis. They were confronted with their monotonous career and meaningless life, and were challenged by Jesus to do more…to be more.


Perhaps you find yourself at such a point in your life. You may be in mid-life, or you may be closer to the beginning or the end than the center. Yet the feelings, the thoughts, the questions, the doubts are there. You may be in a midst-life crisis.

But this can also be an immensely productive time as well, a time when you can refocus your priorities and exchange old desires with new dreams. During this time of crisis you can come into a deeper knowledge of who you are and what your relationship with God can be. In fact, a midlife crisis may be a God-produced event designed to shake you out of your comfort zone so that you might achieve the highest purpose for which you were created.
 

Young or old, regardless of educational, economic, or ethnic background—Jesus delivers the same call: “Follow Me.”

Will you?
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