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John 21:1-19

After these things Jesus showed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of Tiberias; and he showed
himself in this way. Gathered there together were Simon Peter, Thomas called the Twin, Nathanael of
Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples. Simon Peter said to them, “T am
going fishing.” They said to him, “We will go with you.” They went out and got into the boat, but that
night they caught nothing. Just after daybreak, Jesus stood on the beach; but the disciples did not know
that it was Jesus. Jesus said to them, “Children, you have no fish, have you?” They answered him, “No.”
He said to them, “Cast the net to the right side of the boat, and you will find some.” So they cast it, and
now they were not able to haul it in because there were so many fish. That disciple whom Jesus loved
said to Peter, “It is the Lord”” When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on some clothes, for
he was naked, and jumped into the sea. But the other disciples came in the boat, dragging the net full of
fish, for they were not far from the land, only about a hundred yards off. When they had gone ashore,
they saw a charcoal fire there, with fish on it, and bread. Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish that
you have just caught.” So Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, a
hundred fifty-three of them; and though there were so many, the net was not torn. Jesus said to them,
“Come and have breakfast.” Now none of the disciples dared to ask him, “Who are you?” because they
knew it was the Lord. Jesus came and took the bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the
fish. This was now the third time that Jesus appeared to the disciples after he was raised from the dead.

When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me more
than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” A
second time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know
that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” He said to him the third time, “Simon son of John,
do you love me?” Peter felt hurt because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to
him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. Very
truly, I tell you, when you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to go wherever you
wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will fasten a belt
around you and take you where you do not wish to go.” (He said this to indicate the kind of death by
which he would glorify God.) After this he said to him, “Follow me.”

The third time is not the charm. All the loose ends are not tied up. There is no moment of
epiphany. I think being a linear person makes a lot of sense. Tomorrow will be a better day than today.
[ am growing and learning and always making progress. If I am not growing and learning and making
progress, then I am failing, I am slacking, I must be regressing. But as we see here, Christian discipleship

is nonlinear. Our passage ends, not with enlightenment, but with a bookend, a beginning, a call not to



completion, but a call to start over. We are on the back nine of John’s gospel, nearing the end, so it has
to be a little startling to hear, once again Jesus’ first words that greeted the disciples before all this
trouble began. ‘Follow Me.’

None of us ever move beyond our need to have the gospel of Jesus Christ encounter us, disrupt
us, come to us anew all over again. We have to be seized, startled, confronted, and embraced by this
strange Savior who does strange things, loves strange people, and pursues us with a strange and
persistent love. We never arrive. We never reach a level of security and self-sufficiency. If we are
looking for security, a place to a place just to be blandly warehoused and placed in bubble wrap, I am

not sure Jesus is our guy.

It even appears, if we pay close attention to verse 15, that Peter had either taken back or forfeited
his former name, after his failure at discipleship. ‘Simon son of John, Jesus refers to him. Back to Simon.
Time to erase the past, forget about the failures at discipleship and the trauma of crucifixion and the
unstable disruptive mysterious events of the resurrection. Peter looks at his tattered record of
discipleship, friendship, and loyalty, and just decides to put it out of mind, flush it, and have the whole
experience expunged from memory and record. Back to casting nets. Back to comfort of routine. Back to
working 9 to 5. Back to a calling we could manage. Time to put Jesus in the rearview mirror.

In a previous church, there was a faithful member of that community who racked up year after
year of perfect attendance in Sunday School classes, who would do anything that was asked from
cooking for suppers to maintenance around the church, but..but at the same time this individual had
never been baptized, refused to ever get baptized, and may have gone his whole life without ever being
not baptized. And the main reason was he never thought he could be good enough or that he was
worthy enough to be baptized. That is state where Peter is in our scripture lesson. Don’t call me Peter,
just call me Simon. I have seen the risen Lord twice with my own two eyes, but I just want to be left
alone, to go fishing, to go back to the old life..I don’t need any more reminders of how pitiful a disciple I

was, how may times I came up short, how many times I poorly served Jesus. After all, I denied him three



times when he needed me the most. You can’t fail any worse than that. And who wants the microscope
held up to closely to our own lives of discipleship or the life of the church...perhaps our denials are just
as frequent if not more subtle. Inside and outside the Christian community, we are all too ready to
pounce on those instances of failure and say look at those people...they are not so righteous or flawless
or extraordinary..why waste our time with them..why be associated with hypocrites and charlatans
and phonies like Peter? The worship professor at Union Seminary Ron Byars tells the story of the
person who confessed that they could not participate in the Christian community because they people
in them are flawed, imperfect, hypocrites. I can’t be a part of a community of hypocrites they earnestly
told the pastor. Well, the pastor replied, ‘there is always room for one more.’

The missionary and theologian Lesslie Newbigin reminds us that Peter’s very suspect record of
discipleship, his rejections and denials of Jesus when Jesus needed him the most are “one more reminder
that the flock which belongs to Jesus consists not of the righteous,” but of sinners in need of forgiveness,
sinners in need of mercy and forbearance, and sinners in need of grace.! Peter thinks that Easter was a
nice trick and all but he needs to get serious about the old life and the old living...he had the opportunity
to be faithful and he squandered it..it doesn’t matter how many times Jesus continues to follow him,
surprise him, and appear to him, it’s time just to try to be Simon and stop living under the illusion that
we are called to be a part of a community and movement than ourselves. If Peter had his way, he would
be nothing more than a footnote in history, a footnote of failure, a case study of disappointment, an
anonymous discipleship flop that faded. But Peter has primacy, Lesslie Newbigin reminds us, not
because he is righteous, not because his heroic exploits stand out, not because he has handled Jesus’
resurrection very successfully, Peter is given primacy in the life of the church, not because of any of his
accomplishments, but because of his primacy as a forgiven sinner.? He is chief among sinners, deserters,

and followers who have a high propensity for failing and following.

! Lesslie Newbigin, The Light Has Come, John 21:1-19, 279.
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So in our passage today, for the third time, Jesus shows up and finds Peter in the midst of the sea
of his disillusionment, wallowing in the waves of his dejection, trying to escape his discipleship disaster
by casting his nets. Oh and by the way, Peter is failing and flailing at fishing when Jesus calls him by
name, he helps him become better at fishing that he could have ever fathomed, and then Jesus calls him
to himself, breaking bread together with him on the seashore. After the meal, Jesus asks Peter three
times, ‘Do you love me?” And three times, Peter answers affirmatively. Then feed my lambs. Then tend
my sheep. Then feed my flock. Three times he denies Jesus...three times he flees the risen Lord...and in
spite of his spotty resume, in spite of his outright rejection, in spite of his preconceived notion that
being a good Christian is more about not making mistakes than about persistently following Jesus and
looking for more appearances of the risen Lord in the corners and crevices of this world. Peter cannot
erase Jesus from his life no matter how much easier it would be to do so. And three times all Peter can
seem in himself as a denier, a loser, a failure, and three times all Jesus can see is someone who has gifts,
someone to care for God’s flock, someone to lead Christ’s beloved community. Bryan Stevenson who has
worked for many years exonerating wrongly convicted inmates on death row is powered by the mantra
that ‘all of us are more than the worst thing we have ever done,” and in spite of his insistence and
stubbornness of accepting his identity as a denier, betrayer, and coward, it is the risen Christ that
refuses to see Peter in such a light even though he predicted it all in the first place. Jesus sees human
being with gifts and a calling and believes there is nothing more important about them than fulfilling
their calling and pursuing their vocation and following their passion no matter what baggage they bring
along with them.

The last words of our scripture lesson do not end well; they are not an improvement. In verse 19,
it reads, ‘after all this, Jesus said to him, ‘follow me.” After all this, follow me. That is so exasperating,
annoying, frustrating, maddening, pick your word. After all this, all we have been through, all of these
resurrection appearances, ‘follow me.” Isn’t that back to square one...isn’t that what Jesus called out to
Peter the first time he spotted him casting his nets long ago..it would go so much better, make so much

more sense, and tie together so much better if it read: ‘after all this, after all that happened, Peter finally



got it Or ‘after all this, after all that happened, Peter finally climbed to the next level, he went from
novice to basic mastery.’ Or ‘after all this, after all that happened, Peter achieved a level of righteousness
and wisdom and general niceness only reserved for a few human beings.” If we were were allowed to
rewrite that section, we could add one of those endings. But that is not how the end of our passage
reads. Instead, it says that after all of this, the denials, the forgiveness, the three resurrection
appearances, the new commission given three times, after all of this, Jesus still addressed Peter in the
very same way he did the first time he met him: ‘Follow me.’

You are still a beginner, you still are at the beginning, the journey is of discipleship has no levels
of competence and we can’t store up really good achievements here and there . Rather we start over
again completely each day with Jesus’ invitation to ‘follow me.” Back at the beginning. Back to our
baptism. We begin again. We are disciples from beginning to end. It's not about competence or
mastery..its just about trying to follow him. Again. Through the challenges of today. Wouldn't it be nice
if we could build up credit from the past or yesterday and just cash it in? Wouldn’t you feel better if
perfect church attendance got you some discipleship credits? Or what if you had a really good day last
week and really did something faithful or reflected Christ’s love more fully than you are feeling it right
now, or had that mountaintop experience at the retreat, doesn’t that take us beyond ‘follow me”?

If faith does not help me reach a certain level of self-sufficiency, why stick with it? What if like
Peter, faith seems to do the opposite, reminding us just how limited we are, reminding us many times
and how far out to sea the risen Christ is willing to go to find us. Not so we will get it all right...not so
we will reach a level of mastery...not so that we think we will ever graduate out of failure, but so that we
might see the urgency of the moment as the primary opportunity God is putting before us. After all this,
after all they had been through,
after all the baggage, he said to him and he says to us: Follow me. We will never have it all together...we
will never feel ready...we will never be fully prepared. Jesus third resurrection appearance does not bring
completion. But in this moment, in these days, the urgency of his call to drop everything and follow

beckons stronger than ever.
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