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THE CALL OF THE
FISHERMAN

One day Jesus was standing beside Lake Gen-
nesaret when the crowd pressed in around him

to hear God’s word. Jesus saw two boats sitting by
the lake. The fishermen had gone ashore and were
washing their nets. Jesus boarded one of the boats,
the one that belonged to Simon, then asked him to
row out a little distance from the shove. Jesus sat
down and taught the crowds from the boat. When
he finished speaking to the crowds, he said to
Simon, “Row out farther, into the deep water, and
drop your nets for a catch.”

Simon replied, “Master, we’ve worked hard all
night and caught nothing. But because you say so,
I'll drop the nets.”

13



SIMON PETER

So they dropped the nets and their catch was so
huge that their nets were splitting. They signaled
for their partners in the other boat to come and help
them. They filled both boats so full that they were
about to sink. When Simon Peter saw the catch,
he fell at Jesus’ knees and said, “Leave me, Lovd,
for I'm a sinner!” Peter and those with him were
overcome with amazement because of the number
of fish they caught. James and John, Zebedee’s sons,
were Simon’s partners and they were amazed too.

Jesus said to Simon, “Don’t be afraid. From now
on, you will be fishing for people.” As soon as they
brought the boats to the shore, they left everything
and followed Jesus.

(Luke 5:1-11)

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, composing their Gospels
in the second half of the first century, each sought to lead their
readers to faith, or to a deeper faith, in Jesus Christ. In literary
terms, Jesus is the protagonist of the Gospels—the heroic
central figure around whom the entire story, and I would add
the Christian faith, revolves. He came to draw the world to God,
and to reveal God to the world.

While Jesus is the protagonist of the Gospels, in each of
them Simon Peter serves, to borrow another literary term, as
a “foil” to Jesus. A foil is a supporting character whose part
contrasts, highlights, and even exalts the qualities of the lead
character. Often it is the foil's shortcomings and missteps that
magnify the protagonist’s virtues. In the case of Simon Peter,
the Gospel writers portray bumbling, fumbling, and stumbling
again and again. Each time, Peter’s blunder serves to reveal
some dimension of Jesus’ character or to make clear some
aspect of Christ’s message.

But Simon Peter’s role is not only as foil to Jesus. The
Gospel writers also lift up Simon Peter as representing those
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THE CALL OF THE FISHERMAN

of us who believe in and seek to follow Jesus. Like Peter, you
and I have chosen to follow Jesus. We've given up something to
answer his call. At our best we would, like Peter, boldly proclaim
that we would die for Christ if necessary. Yet we've all at times
lost our courage, taken our eyes off of Jesus, misunderstood
his teaching, and even denied him. Just as Jesus reveals and
represents God, Simon Peter represents all who seek to follow
Jesus.

What is amazing about the Gospels’ portrayal of Simon
Peter is that Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John let us see Peter’s
missteps, even highlight them. Peter was, after all, the leader of
the Twelve. His leadership of the early church was profound.
And, by the time the Gospels were written, he’d been put to
death by the Romans for his faith in Christ. It would have been
understandable if they had sanitized his story, as we do in the
eulogies of our loved ones, telling only the good and lovely
things about them and leaving off their list of shortcomings.
But instead, each of the Gospels allows us to see Simon Peter
“warts and all.” As I noted in the introduction, I believe they did
this because Peter himself must have done this in his preaching
across the thirty-plus years between Jesus’ death and his own.
It was this that gave Simon Peter’s preaching such power—
his ability to tell of his shortcomings in a way that connected
with ordinary believers, which in turn magnified the Christ he
proclaimed.

Peter was a flawed, yet ultimately faithful, disciple.

There is much that is unknown about Simon Peter’s back-
ground, but I'd like to explore what little we do know about
Simon’s early life as a fisherman on the Sea of Galilee before
we begin to explore the story of his initial encounter with Jesus.

The Sea of Galilee

It’s quite a stretch to call the Sea of Galilee, also called the
Kinneret Lake, a “sea.” Thirteen miles from north to south, and
eight miles east to west at its widest, it is a modest-sized lake
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SIMON PETER

Top: A view from the
Sea of Galilee looking
toward (from left to
right): Mount Arbel,
Magdala, and Ginosaur.

Center: Sunrise over the
Sea of Galilee.

Bottom: From Tabgha
on the north shore of the
Sea of Galilee, looking
south as the sun was
preparing to set.




THE CALL OF THE FISHERMAN

compared with many others. But this lake has always played a
critical role in the lives of those who have lived in the Holy Land
over the millennia that human beings have inhabited this area.

The lake is beautiful, surrounded by dormant volcanoes that
rise as high as 1,600 feet from its banks. Sitting 700 feet below
sea level, it is the lowest freshwater body in the world and the
second lowest lake on earth, after the Dead Sea ninety miles to
the south.

Surprising to most who visit the Holy Land, there is very
little development along the shores of the sea today. Tiberias
is the largest city; located on the western shore of the lake, it
has a population of about forty-five thousand people. There are
a number of much smaller communities dotting the shoreline,
but by and large, the lake looks as it did two thousand years ago
when a handful of small fishing villages dotted the lakeshore.

In the time of Christ, an imaginary dividing line separated
the eastern and western sides of the lake. That line began from
the point the Jordan River entered the Sea of Galilee to the
north, and extended to where it exited the sea to the south. West
of the Jordan River, the region was called Galilee. The fishing
villages on that side of the lake, as well as the land continuing
for another eighteen miles to the west, were governed by Herod
Antipas, son of Herod the Great. The eastern part of the lake
and the land beyond—Gaulanitis, Trachonitus, Batanea, and
Auranitis—was ruled by Antipas’s half-brother, Herod Philip.
(Our modern word, Golan, comes from the ancient Gaulanitis,
and Gaulanitis consisted of much of the area we call the Golan
Heights today).

Simon Peter’s story begins along the lakeshore, just east of
the Jordan River, in Gaulanitis, in a town called Bethsaida.

John’s Gospel tells us that Simon and his brother Andrew
(along with their friend Philip) were from a village called
Bethsaida—the town’s name means “house of hunters,” or
more likely, “house of fishermen.” There are two different
archaeological sites that could be ancient Bethsaida, just a few
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