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The resurrection was remarkable news! Yet the disciples found themselves in 

an awkward position. They had all abandoned Jesus in those crucial hours of 

His suffering and death. There’s a need for reconciliation. John 21 captures 

the rest of the story: “Love Restores!”  
 

To use musical terms, John 21 is a symphony of love. In this symphony of 

love there are two major movements:  

� The 1
st
 movement showcases Jesus’ love for His disciples. In vs.     

1-14 Jesus is establishing the disciple’s confidence in His love.  

� The 2
nd

 movement is a response to the 1
st
 in which Jesus calls His 

disciples to love Him in return. In vs. 15-23, Jesus is issuing a call 

for the disciples to be restored in their love for Him.  
 

Because we can be confident of Jesus’ love for us, we can respond to His call 

to love Him in true obedience and selfless service.  
 

Let’s begin by looking at the 1
st
 movement in this symphony of love whereby 

Jesus demonstrates five expressions of love toward His disciples:  
 

1. He reveals Himself to them so that they might believe in Him (John 

1,14). “After these things Jesus manifested Himself again to the 

disciples at the Sea of Tiberias, and He manifested Himself in this 

way.” “This is now the third time that Jesus was manifested to the 

disciples, after He was raised from the dead.” 
 

This is now the third time that Jesus has appeared to His disciples 

after the resurrection. We know from John 20 that the purpose of the 

post-resurrection appearances was so that they themselves would 

believe what they would not have believed had they not actually seen 

Jesus after His resurrection. It was essential for them to understand 

and believe that Jesus was the Son of God, both crucified and risen 

to conquer sin and secure God’s forgiveness. (John 20: 27, 29) 
 

Yet He does more than just make an appearance. He engages in life 

with them.   

 

2.  He is present with them in their circumstances (vs. 2-4). “Simon 

Peter, and Thomas called Didymus, and Nathanael of Cana in 

Galilee, and the sons of Zebedee, and two others of His disciples were 

together. Simon Peter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said to 

him, “We will also come with you.” They went out and got into the 

boat; and that night they caught nothing. But when the day was now 

breaking, Jesus stood on the beach; yet the disciples did not know that 

it was Jesus.” He knows where His disciples are, He knows their 

situation, and He comes to them.  
 

In their aimlessness the disciples, not knowing what to do, return to 

the only other thing they know: they go fishing. Even though the best 

fishing was at night, they returned from their venture empty-handed. 

Imagine how dejected they must have felt; after three years with Jesus 

they had failed Him in His greatest hour and now they can’t even 

catch any fish.  
 

Vs. 4 is like the sunrise: “But when the day was now breaking, Jesus 

stood on the beach…” He didn’t leave them in their stupor of 

disillusionment and failure. Jesus is the great seeker. His very 

presence is a gift of love to His disciples.  
 

3.  He guides them. (vs. 5-6) “So Jesus said to them, “Children, you do 

not have any fish, do you?” They answered Him, “No.” And He said 

to them, “Cast the net on the right-hand side of the boat and you will 

find a catch.” So they cast, and then they were not able to haul it in 

because of the great number of fish.” 
 

Jesus not only knows the disciples’ need, He knows the solution and 

guides them to it. When the disciples follow Jesus’ instructions to cast 

the net on other side of the boat, they went from getting skunked to 

almost getting sunk. Certainly they had to have remembered an 

incident way back at the beginning of their friendship with Jesus on 

this very lake.
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 This lake known by several names: Lake of Gennesaret (Luke 5:1); Sea of Tiberias 

(John 21:1); Sea of Galilee; Sea of Chinnereth (Num 34:11; Josh 13:27); Sea of 

Chinneroth (Josh 12:3). 



In Luke 5 the disciples had again fished all night and not caught 

anything. But when Jesus told them to cast their nets to the other side 

of the boat they caught so many fish that the nets began to tear and the 

boats began to sink. The disciples were overcome with amazement 

and Peter cried out to Jesus, “Depart from me for I am a sinful man” 

(vs. 8). But Jesus replied, ‘Do not fear, from now on you will be 

catching men.’ When they had brought their boats to land, they left 

everything and followed [Jesus]” (vs. 10-11).   

 

This incident in Luke 5 marks Jesus’ original call to His disciples, and 

now as He comes to re-commission them in John 20 after the 

resurrection, it seems to be a picture of how fruitful their lives would 

become if once again they would leave everything and follow Jesus. 

It’s no surprise that when we get to John 21:19, Jesus will look Peter 

in the eye again and say, “Follow Me!” Jesus is taking them all the 

way back to the beginning.  

 

4.  He provides for them (vs. 6b-8, 11). “Cast the net on the right-hand 

side of the boat and you will find a catch.” So they cast, and then they 

were not able to haul it in because of the great number of fish. 

Therefore that disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the 

Lord.” So when Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put his 

outer garment on (for he was stripped for work), and threw himself 

into the sea. But the other disciples came in the little boat, for they 

were not far from the land, but about one hundred yards away, 

dragging the net full of fish. Simon Peter went up and drew the net to 

land, full of large fish, a hundred and fifty-three; and although there 

were so many, the net was not torn.” 

 

This overabundance of fish that Jesus provides is more than just a 

meal. It’s an essential object lesson. Jesus is about to re-commission 

His disciples. He’s not just restoring their relationship but reissuing 

the call for them to leave their nets behind and follow Him. But what 

will they live on without Jesus to provide for them? Apostles didn’t 

get salaries. They would have to depend on Jesus to provide for their 

needs even when He wasn’t physically present with them.  

 

Life Principle: When serving Christ is our priority, the sufficiency 

of Christ is our provision. In the words of Matthew 6:33, “Seek first 

the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall 

be added to you.”  

 

5.   He serves them (vs. 9, 12-13) “So when they got out on the land, 

they saw a charcoal fire already laid and fish placed on it, and 

bread. Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” None of the 

disciples ventured to question Him, “Who are You?” knowing that it 

was the Lord. Jesus came and took the bread and gave it to them, 

and the fish likewise.” 

 

We see the warmth of Jesus’ hospitality as He serves them breakfast 

on the beach. What an example of how to pursue reconciliation. He 

doesn’t wait for the disciples to come to Him pleading for mercy; He 

seeks them out and serves them.  

 

What we see in these first 14 verses of John 21 is a picture of intimate 

friendship. Jesus is demonstrating His love as He comes to His disciples, 

guides them, provides for them, and serves them. He’s setting the stage to 

demonstrate His love even further by restoring them to their calling as fishers 

of men. 

 

And this is the very friendship that Jesus calls us to as well. A friendship that 

is dependent upon Jesus revealing Himself to us. 2 Cor. 4:4 says, “the god of 

this world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving, that they might not see 

the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” 

That’s why no one can come to Jesus lest the Father draws Him (John 6). 

That’s why the eyes of our hearts must be enlightened (Eph. 1:18).  

 

When the disciples first saw Jesus after the resurrection they were fearful, yet 

Jesus came extending friendship. In vs. 12 we see the harmonious tension of 

fear and friendship, “Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” None 

of the disciples ventured to question Him, “Who are You?” knowing that it 

was the Lord.” 

 



Like the disciples, our response to the risen Christ should be one of deep 

reverence and intimate friendship. A healthy relationship with God is a 

response to both the fear of God and the love of God. This is where the 

gospel comes in. Because of the cross, we no longer run from God for fear. 

We come to Him in the true reverence of Christ’s righteousness and receive 

friendship with God. (The truest expression of the fear of God says, “I can 

only stand before God in Christ).  

 

Some of us lack proper reverence toward the Lord. We are quick to grumble, 

slow to trust, and weak to obey. Others may lack the proper love of 

friendship with Christ, keeping Him at a religious (stained glass) distance (or 

unreligious distance). But all of us need a loving obedience to Jesus as our 

Master. And that is precisely what Jesus is about to call out in Peter’s life.  

 

Let’s transition to the 2
nd

 movement of this symphony of love in John 21 

where Jesus reissues the call for his disciples to love Him.  

 

(vs. 15-17) “So 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.” He said to him, “Tend My lambs.”   
16

 He said to him again a second time, “Simon, son of John, do you love 

Me?” He said to Him, “Yes, Lord; You know that I love You.” He said to 

him, “Shepherd My sheep.” 
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 He said to him the third time, “Simon, son of 

John, do you love Me?” Peter was grieved because He said to him the third 

time, “Do you love Me?” And he said to Him, “Lord, You know all things; 

You know that I love You.” Jesus said to him, “Tend My sheep.” 

 

The focus here is on Peter, a leader among the disciples; the most outspoken 

and perhaps now the most broken.  

 

Three times Peter had drifted off to sleep in Gethsemane, only to then deny 

His Master three times. But when he had come to his senses, he wept bitterly. 

Peter was beginning to experience the bitter-sweet blessing of brokenness. 

Now as Jesus looks across the campfire to Peter (vs. 15), He asks Him three 

times, “do you love Me.” Jesus is not rubbing Peter’s face in his own failure. 

He’s giving Peter the opportunity to be restored by facing his failure with 

true humility, demonstrating the genuineness of his repentance.  

On the very first day that Peter met Jesus, the Lord changed his name from 

Simon to Peter, which means rock (John 1:42). But now the Lord refers to 

him not as Peter the rock, but as the old Simon.  

 

Jesus’ initial question to Peter is one of comparison (vs. 15): “Do you love 

me more than these?” More than what? One option would be the boat and 

fishing nets nearby, meaning his occupation of fishing. In other words, ‘will 

you leave everything including your livelihood once again to follow me?’  

 

More likely, He is asking do you love me more than these other disciples 

love Me? Remember Peter had not only boasted that he would lay down his 

life for Jesus (John 13:36-37) but he even claimed, “even though all may fall 

away because of You, I will never fall away” (Matt 26:33). Yet Peter had not 

been able to live up to his own expectations of love and loyalty. At any rate, 

what Jesus is calling Peter to is a singular loyalty to Christ: “Will I occupy 

the sole affections and purpose of your life?” 

 

I want you to take note of something extremely significant here in vs. 15-17. 

Jesus did not question Peter as to His obedience or faithfulness, or loyalty. 

He questions Peter as to his love. As Jesus re-commissions Peter He is most 

certainly looking for Peter’s obedience, and He wants Peter’s faithfulness 

and loyalty. But what He asks for is Peter’s love.  

 

There’s a life principle here and the implications are huge.  

Life Principle: Loving Jesus is the heart of true obedience, enduring loyalty 

and selfless service.  

 

Love is the key to obedience, loyalty, and faithfulness.  

� John 14:15—“If you love Me, you will keep my commandments” 

� We can sing, “I love you Lord,” but our obedience will 

prove whether we are a lover or a liar.  

� 2 Thess. 2:10: Those who fall away “did not receive the love of the 

truth so as to be saved”  

Love is the evidence of true conversion (God is the source 

of the rebirth, faith and repentance is the means to the 

rebirth, and love is the evidence of the rebirth out of which 

the fruit of obedience flows.  



� I John 4:8—“The one who does not love does not know God, for God 

is love. 

� In other words, if you knew Him you would love Him! 

� I John 4:10: In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved 

us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins. (cf. Rom. 5:8) 

� This is the gospel: God loving us when we did not love Him 

so that we would love Him supremely.  

 

Loving God is the very heart of Christianity. Did Jesus not say that the 

first and greatest commandment is to love the Lord your God with all your 

heart, soul, mind and strength? This one command is the key to all the rest. 

When we love God we will obey Him in whatever He commands.  

 

If the great day of apostasy (2 Thess.) were to come upon us today, the 

difference between those who would stand and those who would fall away is 

not determined solely by their confession of a certain creed or even a distinct 

lifestyle—the difference will be found in the affections of the heart.  

 

If you consider yourself a Christian and go to church on a regular basis but 

cannot honestly say that you love God, you are in great danger! I’m not just 

talking about warm enthusiastic feelings here. I’m talking about a converted 

heart that once did not love God and therefore cared nothing about obeying 

Him but now must obey Him because of love for Him.  

 

The central feature in the message of the gospel is not sin but God (in 

Christ). Christ died so that those who did not love God would be stripped of 

their self-centered sin so that they might love Him who is life.  

 

So then just what does it mean to love God?  

� It doesn’t mean cold obedience to merely avoid punishment 

(schoolmaster). 

� It doesn’t mean just flimsy emotions (although loving God includes 

one’s emotions)
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 As we battle our flesh we will need to fight for joy in the present. One day that joy 

will be full without a fight.  

� Loving God is a disposition and orientation of the heart whereby 

your whole life is oriented in the direction of God. He is the 

dominant reality through which you filter the rest of your life.  

In short, Loving God is putting your desire to please Him into 

action. When you love God He is the object of your worship, 

obedience, and joy. 

 

Illus: marriage or children: once you are married or have children, 

you cannot live your life outside that reality of marriage or parenting; 

and it’s your joy for that to be the reality of your life. (If God is not 

the inescapable reality and joyful preoccupation of your life, 

then I pray that the Spirit will open your heart to the gospel). 

 

The question is, “Peter, do you love me?” Everything hangs on that word! If 

the answer is yes, then every other answer will be yes; I will obey, honor, 

serve, be loyal and faithful, worship You… Loving God makes us God-

centered in all of life.  

 

There is an interesting choice of words used for love in Jesus’ conversation 

with Peter. The first two times that Jesus asks Peter, “do you love me,” Jesus 

uses the word agape (unconditional, selfless love) while Peter responds with 

the word phileo (friendship love). In other words, Jesus says, “Peter to you 

agape me” and Peter responds, “Lord, you know I phileo you, you know that 

I love you as a friend.” The third time, Jesus asks, “Peter do you phileo Me” 

(vs. 17). And this time we are told that Peter is grieved.  

 

Why does Peter respond to Jesus with something less than agape love? Has 

Peter’s love for Jesus changed? No, his view of himself has changed. He’s 

been broken and knows that he can no longer trust himself with inflated self-

confidence. Peter’s response to Jesus is an expression of newfound humility. 

Enduring faithfulness to Christ is built on the foundation of brokenness.  

 

Each time, Jesus responds to Peter’s love by commissioning him, “tend My 

lambs; shepherd My sheep.” Perhaps there’s an important implication for 

leaders here. If you are a shepherd (and here I’m talking to pastors, elders, 

ministry leaders, & parents) humility is most essential to your effectiveness. 

You must exchange self-confidence for confidence in Christ’s sufficiency. 



You cannot be a faithful shepherd until your self-will has been brought into 

loving submission to the Lord Jesus.
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Peter had once boasted that he would go to the death with Jesus. Now in vs. 

18 Jesus informs Peter that He will indeed die for the sake of Christ; and in 

his death he would glorify God. “Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were 

younger, you used to gird yourself and walk wherever you wished; but when 

you grow old, you will stretch out your hands and someone else will gird 

you, and bring you where you do not wish to go.” 
19

 Now this He said, 

signifying by what kind of death he would glorify God. And when He had 

spoken this, He said to him, “Follow Me!” (vs. 18-19) 

 

How sweet are these words, “follow Me!” Peter has not been abandoned in 

his failure. These are the very first words Jesus ever spoke to Peter (Matt. 

4:19). It’s as if Jesus is saying, “Peter, I’m giving you the opportunity to start 

over.” Only this time, Peter would not falter. He would be faithful to the end 

because His self-confidence has been shattered and his brokenness has made 

way for the sufficiency of Christ to be his strength.  

 

Yet, Peter is still distracted by the news of his future death by martyrdom. He 

sees John nearby in vs. 21 and says, “Lord, what about this man?” (vs. 22) 

Jesus said to him, “If I want him to remain until I come, what is that to you? 

You follow Me!” 

 

In other words, don’t get distracted by comparing yourself to anyone else. 

Your focal point is to follow Me.  

 

Life principle: A singular focus on Christ is the key to sincere faithfulness 

to Christ.  

 

This is the very transformation we need to see in disciples today at TEFC - a 

humble, selfless, singular devotion, born out of love for Christ.  
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 Humility is essential for leaders to have the courage to stand firm under 

persecution and have compassion to not break the bruised read.  

What we’ve seen in John 21 fuels our vision at TEFC:  

� To love Jesus from the heart 

� To experience the transformation in our lives of living out the word 

in obedience to Christ (i.e. Peter),  

� To serve people from a heart that loves Jesus supremely 

 

If Peter could look back on his life experience with Jesus, what do you think 

he would leave us with today? Listen to his last written words to us:  

 

“Be diligent to be found in Him in peace, spotless and blameless…Be on 

your guard lest…you fall from your own steadfastness, but grow in the 

grace and knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:14-18). 


