14 June 2015 : John 21 : 1-14  
Guess who saw his first train on the new Borders railway line the other day, and has been purring about it ever since? Driving to an early morning appointment with Specsavers on Tuesday, coming down Station Brae, a quick peek to the right, and there it was, a class 158 diesel unit - yes, I’m sure you needed to know that detail - sitting in Galashiels station. 

Needless to say I took a detour round the town centre traffic system, twice, or was it thrice, to get a closer look before the train headed back to Edinburgh in a cloud of grey exhaust fumes. Happy days!  Anyway, if John’s gospel was the new Borders railway, we have this morning just pulled into Galashiels. One more stop to the terminus, and, I’ll say it before you do, it’s taken us nearly as long to get through John as it has to get the trains back! 
The last Sunday morning we were together, 3 weeks ago, we celebrated Pentecost, the day God released His Holy Spirit on the early church. Today, we rewind a bit, to that crazy 40-day no-man’s-land between Jesus rising from the dead at Easter and going back to His Father in Heaven at the Ascension. It must have been a weird time for the disciples, never quite sure whether to be excited at seeing the risen Jesus popping up from time to time to meet them, or to be frustrated that he popped away again after these flying visits.
In truth, they didn’t know what to be doing with themselves. They were sure something major was going to happen, but they hadn’t a clue what. And in the meantime, practical matters had to be addressed. Like feeding their families. It was all very well, when they were part of the ministry team going around with Jesus, receiving hospitality wherever Jesus took them, but that was then, and this is now. The cupboard was bare, the bank account was in the red, the children needed new sandals. Life had to go on. Somehow.
I think we forget at times that even these great figures of our faith were men and women of flesh and blood, just like us. Just like us, they had practical matters to attend to. Famous TV evangelist Joyce Meyer loves to tell of the reaction of fellow shoppers when she goes into the supermarket – as if she had angels magically drop manna from heaven into her kitchen so she didn’t need to do anything as mundane as buy milk, tea-bags, loo roll.
Don’t you think Mrs Peter and Mrs John had had a few robust conversations with their husbands about providing everyday necessities? Never mind the children getting in their ears about what all their friends were getting for their birthdays, hint-hint, dad! And so, as the group of disciples sat, as usual, at the bench outside the village shop, as lazy morning segued into idle afternoon, and the sun began to dip toward the western sky, decision time.

We read in John 21.3 : “I'm going out to fish”, Simon Peter told them, and they said, “We'll go with you.” After all the drama and trauma of recent weeks and months, after all the heartache and anxiety and uncertainty, at last they were back into something they knew about, something they had experience and expertise in, something they were comfortable with. Back out on the old faithful fishing boat, on the familiar waters of the Sea of Galilee, doing what they were good at, pitting their wits against the silver creatures of the deep.
Let me tell you something about those silver creatures. When we visited Israel exactly 16 years ago this week, we stopped for lunch at a restaurant beside the sea of Galilee and on the menu was a delicacy called St Peter’s Fish – not because of this story, apparently, but from the one in Matthew 17 where Peter, again concerned about an expressly practical matter of unpaid taxes, was instructed by Jesus to go to the sea and catch a fish. 

Quite how this would satisfy the HMRC of his day was beyond Peter’s comprehension, and don’t quote my sermon as authority to go and do likewise when your tax bill comes in, but because Jesus had told Peter to do it, that was good enough for him. He caught a fish, and not only did that fish provide lunch for that day, it also contained in its little fishy mouth a coin that settled the overdue tax bill on the spot. Who said Jesus isn’t interested in sorting out practical problems in your life as well as spiritual ones?

The proper name for that type of fish is a redbelly tilapia, delightful freshly fried or grilled, or at least I thought so. A whole big platter of them got plopped on our table, still with their heads and tails and skins on, and for some obscure reason most of my travelling companions seemed to lose their appetite. I ended up scoffing a whole plateful. Lovely!

Mind you, even my appreciation of seafood is limited. Shellfish, don’t even think about it, and if you knew what their diet was, you wouldn’t touch them with a bargepole either. And then there was the notorious incident in Portimao. Beside the railway station there is an ancient AEC Regent double-decker bus, which of course attracted my attention.

We found the bus had been converted into a café selling grilled sardines fresh from the nearby port. That was good enough for me. Sitting enjoying a glass of beer in the heat of an Algarve day, savouring the aroma of fish on the griddle, my mouth was watering as the sizzling sardines arrived. Served whole, including head, tail, guts – and contents of guts. 

Let me tell you, I picked my way circumspectly round the bulging sardine entrails with those suspicious black and brown bits oozing out, reciting Psalm 91 all the way - I will say of the Lord, “You are my place of safety and protection. You are my God and I trust you.”
God will save me from hidden traps and from deadly diseases. And he did! But I politely refused the offer of second helpings. Meanwhile Lexy grazed safely on tomato and salad!
How did I get on to this disgusting distraction? Oh yes, Peter and the disciples going out to fish. Have you ever heard the expression – it seemed like a good idea at the time? So it was of this fishing expedition. All night long these masters of the Galilean fishing-grounds sat in the boat, nets cast ready for a profitable venture, and they caught not a sausage, not even an old welly boot, shopping trolley, or diet coke can. Nothing. Nada. Zero. Zilch.
What went wrong? I think what happened is that these guys saw they were in a bit of a fix, both in terms of finance and just needing a sense of purpose. They had to do something, so they just did anything, regardless of whether or not it was the right thing. They ended up going back fishing when there was no longer an anointing on them to be fishermen. That was their old job. BC – before Christ. Not their assignment now. 

If they had cast their minds back, they might have remembered Jesus saying that from now on they would be, as the chorus goes, fishers of men. Jesus had not invested 3½ years in these lads just to send them back on the fishing boats, the way they had been before. But they’d forgotten that change of direction that Jesus had spoken over them. They’d let their situation get on top of them and they’d panicked. Instead of seeking first the Kingdom of God and His righteousness, they’d sought first a fish supper.  And had failed miserably.
Now let’s not get all religious and judgemental about this. In the same situation, it’s a lakeside mansion to a lego brick that we’d have done exactly the same. Let’s be honest. When things go pear-shaped, is our reaction always to be still before God, get into His Word, find a promise that deals with our situation, and cast all our cares upon Him? 

It should be, and in the peace and quiet of this place on a Sunday, in an atmosphere of praise and worship and fellowship with fellow believers, we know it should be. But when the fur and hair starts flying tomorrow, when the car doesn’t start, when the washing machine makes hideous noises, when a whole load of bills land on the doormat, when that mysterious lump appears, when the boss at work gets on our case again, suddenly being still, claiming the promises, and casting our cares isn’t quite so straightforward.
That’s when we’re likely to do something off our own bat, under our own steam, rather than wait upon the Lord, and it won’t be pretty. Proverbs 3.5-6 : Trust the Lord with all your heart, and don’t depend on your own understanding. Remember the Lord in all you do, and he will give you success. We know that makes sense, but we know our impatient flesh doesn’t always do it. The story in John 21 of the disciples running off and doing their own thing, trying to sort out their problems, and making a hash of it, is there to help us.
Because we need it. Just like them, we readily get things out of their eternal perspective and see our passing problem as bigger than God’s eternal promise. Just like them, we get hassled by the stresses other people put on us, and pay more attention to their voices making demands of us, than God’s still small voice reminding us of His inexhaustible supply, His commitment to meet all our needs through His glorious riches in Christ Jesus.

Just like them, we put ourselves under pressure : Don’t just sit there, do something! : as if we were better able to deal with the situation than God is. What is it about human beings that we always act as if we were so much more intelligent and competent than the Maker of the Universe? Sometimes, more often than we think, the immediate response to a crisis, if at all possible, is to do nothing except lock ourselves in the smallest room and pray.
And I mean pray, not whinge. There’s a difference. We really don’t need to tell God 47 times over what’s wrong, as if He’s been away down to the paper shop with the dog and missed it all. Whingeing is based on fear, it is a monologue of gloom in which God can’t get a word in edgeways, and so it achieves nothing. Prayer is based on faith, and starts from a position of : Father, I know, for sure, above all else, that you love me, that you are on my side, that you’ve already made a way out of this mess for me. Thank you, Father, for Your loving grace, and now I’m going to let you do the talking and I’ll do the listening.  

The hardest thing for us to do is to get all our worry and panic and fear and unbelief out of the way so God can speak His Word of life and hope and freedom, yet it’s the one thing that will turn that situation right round. As I say, I think the Lord in His great and gentle wisdom, and His great and gentle sense of humour, puts John 21 in there for our benefit.
The Risen Jesus, standing on the shore, was ready to teach another good-natured lesson to this sorry windswept bunch as they made their disgruntled way back to the shore with empty nets. Actually, as they rowed back to shore and saw a distant figure on the beach, they probably thought : Great. All we wanted was to go home unnoticed and sleep this disaster off, and now someone’s going to see we’ve caught nothing. How embarrassing.

Anyone else find that when you go off half-cock, do your own thing, fall flat on your face, there’s always someone there to see you? And before long, your misadventure is the talk of the coffee shop? When we try to be God over our own life, and fail as we always will, we can never do it secretly, that’s for sure. And when this voice from the beach shouted : How did you get on, lads? Nightmare!

Worse than that, when this character had the cheek to tell them how to do their job … throw your net on the right side of the boat and you will find some. But notice, they did. Something in this situation seemed familiar. Once before, in Luke 5, a blank night out on the lake was transformed by a word from a stranger on the shore. So it was again, and this time they knew exactly who it was that had spoken – the King of Kings and Lord of Lords.
In our most embarrassing, humiliating moments, Jesus will be there – but not to judge us, nor belittle us, nor go round telling everyone else what fools we’d made of ourselves. Jesus will be there to rescue us from that mess of our own making. Jesus will be there when we mess up, not with a frown of disapproval, but with a smile of compassion and an arm outstretched to lift us out of the pit and embrace us back to Himself.

And His is willing and able to turn even the most dispiriting, discouraging situation you can imagine into the most exciting and successful one. From an empty net to a haul of 153 big fish in a moment – when He spoke a word, and the disciples listened and obeyed. That’s the tremendous blessing of day-by-day fellowship with the Lord Jesus. With a single word, He can turn round the biggest mess you’ve ever had to face into the greatest message you’ve ever had to share. All we have to do is listen to what He says and do it.

