When We Couldn't Do It Ourselves 
Passage: Luke 5 : 1-11   ·   
 
It was just after midnight on November 20, 1988. A 19-year-old Los Angeles woman apparently fell asleep behind the wheel of her car. The car plunged through a guardrail and was left dangling by its left rear wheel. That one wheel was all that prevented the young woman from falling to a certain death. 

A half dozen passing motorists stopped and attempted to help. One of them had some ropes in his vehicle. They tied the ropes to the back of the young woman’s car, and hung on until the fire units arrived. A ladder was extended from below to help stabilize the car while firefighters tied the vehicle to tow trucks with cables and chains. “Every time we would move the car,” said one of the rescuers, “she’d yell and scream. She was in pain.” 

It took almost 2 1/2 hours for the rescuers about 25 of them in all to secure the car and pull the woman to safety. 

“It was kinda funny,” L.A. County Fire Capt. Ross Marshall recalled later. “She kept saying, “I’ll do it myself. I’ll do it myself.” (1) 

People are funny like that. “I’ll do it myself.” Against all evidence to the contrary, we somehow think we don’t need other people. And we think we don’t need God. 

We are going to meet three men this morning three men who had their lives radically changed by God. We’re going to see how God changed their lives, and, hopefully, we are going to ask God to do the same for us. 

Our first text describes an encounter that the prophet Isaiah had with God. He writes, “In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying. And they were calling to one another: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.’ 

“At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke. ‘Woe to me!’ I cried. ‘I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.’ Then one of the seraphs flew to me with a live coal in his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the altar. With it he touched my mouth and said, ‘See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.’ 

“Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, ‘Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?’ And I said, ‘Here am I. Send me!’” 

What a marvelous piece of Scripture! Isaiah the prophet was confronted by God in the Temple and his life was forever changed. Keep this story in mind as we turn to the New Testament to a similar episode in the life of Simon Peter. 

One day Jesus was preaching on the shore of a lake. A crowd of people was pressing in on him. He noticed two empty boats that were standing at the water’s edge while the fishermen cleaned their nets. Stepping into one of the boats, Jesus asked Simon, its owner, to push out a little farther into the water, so that he could sit in the boat and speak to the crowds from there. When he finished speaking, Jesus turned to Simon and said, “Put out into deep water, and let down the nets for a catch.” 

Simon was weary and he answered, “Master, we’ve worked hard all night and haven’t caught anything. But because you say so, I will let down the nets.” And this time the nets were so full that they began to tear. In fact, it was not long until both boats were so full of fish that they were about to sink. The Scriptures tell us that when Simon, whom Jesus renamed Peter (the Rock), realized the full import of what had happened, he fell to his knees before Jesus and said, “Go away from me, Lord; I am a sinful man!” Jesus said to Peter and three other fishermen, “Don’t be afraid! From now on you will be fishers of men.” So they pulled their boats up on shore, left everything and followed him. 

Again, what a beautiful and memorable story. Simon Peter met Jesus and he was a changed man. But, I have one more story. It concerns the Apostle Paul. You will remember how the resurrected Christ appeared to the disciples first to Peter and later to the rest of the twelve, and then to five hundred more followers most of whom were still alive when Paul wrote—“and last of all,” Paul writes, “he appeared to me also, as to one abnormally born.” Listen as Paul continues, “For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me.” 

Do you see the similarities? Three men who impacted history, whose lives were profoundly changed by an encounter with God. Those encounters followed similar paths. 



The first of these paths was a very painful moment of self-discovery. “Woe to me!” cried Isaiah when he encountered God, “I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips . . .” Now Isaiah was a good man, a righteous man. But suddenly, in the presence of God, he saw himself as he really was. He saw that much of his righteousness, like our righteousness, was merely a sham. 

Simon Peter probably thought he had it made too. After all, he owned his own fishing boat. He was a successful small businessman. He had his work, his family, his health. What more could anyone ask? Peter didn’t know the answer to that until that fateful day when he crossed paths with Jesus of Nazareth. Notice his response when he realizes just who Jesus is, “Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man.” Like Isaiah, Simon Peter suddenly realized just how empty and meaningless his life had really been. His complacency was shattered the day he met the Master and discovered the truth not only about Christ, but about himself. 

As for St. Paul, he also had a different name before he met the resurrected Christ. He was Saul, the dreaded persecutor of the early Christian community. What a radical change took place in his life the day he met the Master! Suddenly he was aware of just how misguided, how cruel, how vindictive his previous life had been. It’s hard to believe that Saul the persecutor could become Paul, the author of I Corinthians 13 the greatest living document in literature on the subject of love. Only Christ could make that change in a person. And what does Paul say about himself? “For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle . . .” All three of these men, when confronted with divine power and perfection, suddenly saw themselves as they really were sinners in need of God’s grace. 

My friends, each of us needs to see ourselves as we really are. If we are going to become what God has called us to be if we are going to exchange our mediocre lives for lives of eternal merit. That is the first path toward a changed life the path of self-discovery. All three of these men came to see, first of all, their sinfulness. 



The second path is the experience of divine grace. Isaiah cried out, “Woe to me! I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips . . .” And a seraphim touched Isaiah’s lips with a live coal and said, “See, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and your sin atoned for.” Peter acknowledges his own guilt and immediately Jesus tells him, “Don’t be afraid . . . I will make you fishers of men . . . .” And St. Paul writes, “By the grace of God I am what I am.” 

May I ask you a very important question? Have you ever really experienced Divine grace? 

There are many of us who cannot truly sing, “Amazing grace how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me,” because we have never felt ourselves to be wretches. We take pride in our self-sufficiency. We take pride in our respectability. Like the woman hanging from the bridge, we stubbornly claim, “I can help myself.” And because we have never felt the need for salvation, we have never encountered the Savior. 

To see ourselves as we really are and to experience the bountiful grace of Jesus Christ is one of the most dramatic experiences available to men and women. 

Once there was a pretty girl who went to Hollywood hoping to achieve a career in films. She met a man who assured her that he was a producer who would soon get her a major part in one of his productions. You can imagine what happened: she slept with him in exchange for the promised part. But it got worse. He introduced her to drugs. And when she became completely dependent on him for her daily “high,” he began selling her body to other men. She finally hit rock bottom and was overwhelmed with guilt and shame. 

One day she stumbled into a coffeehouse, where a group of what used to be called “Jesus people” understood her plight. They took her with them to a house in which they lived as a community of faith. They stood by her as she dried out, singing hymns and praying as she screamed in the agonies of withdrawal. But in the depths of her suffering she suddenly had a wonderful sense of peace and love. Jesus, she felt, was by her side. She believed in him. From that point on she recovered quickly, and she discovered the meaning of God’s grace. (2) 

Most of us have not reached the depth of degradation this girl experienced, but some time in our life we must come to realize our absolute dependence upon God, and we must experience God’s power to make us into a new creation. Otherwise, we will never know the joy of our salvation. 

Seeing ourselves as we really are and experiencing God’s grace. This is how real change takes place in the believer’s life. But this is not the end of the journey. It is only the beginning. 



The completion of this journey is a call to a purposeful life. The Lord asks, “Whom shall I send and who will go for us?” And Isaiah cries out, “Here am I, send me.” Jesus says to the frightened Simon Peter, “I will make you a fisher of men.” And St. Paul, who became the great missionary apostle, acknowledged that because he persecuted the Christians he was the least of the Apostles, but he adds, “I worked harder than any of them.” That’s what happens when we have an encounter with the living God. We respond to the call to go, to give, to be more than we’ve ever been before. 

Are you living a purposeful life? I don’t know if you are familiar with a man named Lincoln Steffens. Steffens was a journalist back at the beginning of the twentieth century. He was America’s best known muckraker. Some of you will remember that term from American history. These muckrakers exposed corruption in government and business and helped build support for reform. Steffens once wrote something which I think is quite striking. “Nothing is done,” he said. “Everything in the world remains to be done‑‑or done over. The greatest picture is not yet painted. The greatest play isn’t written. The greatest poem is unsung.” 

Someone else adds this observation: “Nothing is perfect . . . There’s no perfect airline. There’s no perfect government. There’s no perfect law. Faucets still drip, as one did years ago in the Steffens household. As he and his seven‑year‑old son tried to fix it, Steffens had to admit that his generation could not make a fit faucet. ‘But,’ said Steffens, referring to his son, ‘he may. There’s a job for him and his generation in the plumbing business, and in every other business. Teach your children that nothing is done, finally and right; that nothing is known, positively and completely; that the world is theirs‑‑all of it.’” (3) 

That is a brilliant observation nothing is done completely and finally. We live in an imperfect world in which there is always room for improvement. If there is any group of people who ought to understand that, it is the followers of Christ. We are imperfect people living in an imperfect world. There is much that needs to be done in Christ’s name. 

It is said that in Medieval Europe it was common for devout Christians to pray for the marks of the crucifixion of Jesus to appear on their hands and feet. These marks were known, of course, as the stigmata. The stigmata was seen as a sign of deep spirituality and special favor from God. 

One night while praying that he might have these marks on his hands and feet, a certain monk had a vision of Christ with another mark on his body, a bruise on his shoulder; a bruise from carrying the cross. The monk realized that the bruise on the shoulder was the mark which counted the shoulder bruised from carrying the cross in his daily life. (4) 

Would you like to have your life changed like Isaiah, Peter and Paul? The process is a simple one, really. It begins with a confrontation with the living God where we see ourselves as we really are. As we ponder the truth that we cannot save ourselves, we experience God’s amazing grace. As a result of this experience we go out with a sense of direction, of purpose, of divine destiny. And we pray that when we stand before God, God will see a bruise on our shoulder, a bruise from carrying the cross of Jesus Christ. 
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