DO YOU LOVE ME?

John 21:1-23

Key verse: 21:15a

“When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter,

‘Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?’”

We learned in the last chapter of how Jesus appeared to Mary Magdalene and his disciples three days after his crucifixion. He did not even appear in person in the story of the empty tomb, and yet, the mysterious claim in verse 8 tells us that he appeared to the author who believed. There is no explanation of how Mary Magdalene recognized Jesus who she initially could not. There is no explanation of how Jesus appeared to his disciples when the door was locked or how the one who is still pierced on his side and had nail marks in his hands appeared alive to Thomas. The tomb is the truth of this world but it was empty because Jesus wasn’t there anymore. The tomb was empty of the dead. Death is the truth of this world and it left the mark of piercing on Jesus’ side and hands. But when the pierced appeared to Thomas, death was no longer there. Who can speak of God? With what language can you speak of God? Yet, the brief record tells us of the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead most excellently.

The record was not just most excellent. It was complete. We do not need any more testimonies. The author expresses such sentiment in 20:30-31. Then, why does the author add an additional record of Jesus’ appearance in chapter 21? One of the most obvious features of chapter 21 is that the whole record is revolved around Peter’s experience. It is interesting because the author ends his book with the story of Jesus’ personal appearance to Peter who was his rival. So we can read in this record what the risen Jesus meant to both of them. The story is warm and beautiful, however, at the same time rather simple. Jesus helps Peter to confess his love for the Lord and tell the apostle to follow him. The author seems to be deeply satisfied after he testified of this simple story. We notice such a profound satisfaction in the reading of, for example, verses 14, 24, and 25. I hope we can get past appreciating the warmth of the story and get there ourselves. In some sense, the story is a cryptogram which is sent to those who believe. This profound satisfaction can be deciphered only by faith. Let the Lord call his own people through this record. Let his own people listen to the Lord through this passage. 

I.  Early in the morning Jesus stood on the shore (1-6)

Look at verse 1 again. “Afterward Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the Sea of Tiberias.” At the outset of chapter 21, the author declares Jesus’ appearance with the backdrop of the historical situation of the time. The Sea of Tiberias was called the lake Galilee. The name was changed by Herod to honor Caesar Tiberius of Rome. The beautiful memory of the lake Galilee of the history of Israel and the personal memory of the disciples of Jesus were simply wiped out by a political gesture of Herod. Does the author mean to ignore or swallow the historical reality? He means to emphasize Jesus’ appearance. He speaks of what God saw and what God did at the time. The truth of the time of Tiberias was that Jesus appeared to his disciples. The truth of the time meant the beginning of new creation. Tiberius will rise and perish along with those who follow him, but Jesus appears from this time on forever and ever. The old was going away and the new was coming. The light began to shine and the darkness was ebbing away. 

How did the new beginning happen? Look at verse 1b-3. “It happened this way: Simon Peter, Thomas (called Didymus), Nathanael from Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples were together. ‘I am going out to fish,’ Simon Peter told them, and they said, ‘We’ll go with you.’ So they went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing.” In the new beginning was the seven out of the eleven, which meant the left over of the already broken fellowship of the Twelve by Judas Iscariot’s betrayal. The beginning was coming when they went out to fish at night and caught nothing. 

We may wonder why they were together. We may wonder why the seven were in Galilee. We may wonder what happened to Philip, Matthew, Simon the Zealot and Andrew since they were not together with the seven. We may wonder why the appearance of Jesus in Jerusalem in the last chapter meant not much of help for them. Basically we do not know. All we know is that Jesus was not there and his absence has to do with all their behavior. The seven were there together and the four were not there because Jesus was absent. Still, we are a little bit surprised because they were divided and scattered even after they had met the risen Lord. So, what is the truth of them being divided and scattered? Jesus had predicted that all of them will be scattered when he would be crucified. Then he promised, “But after I have risen, I will go ahead of you into Galilee.” (Mk 14:28; Mt. 26:32). The seven were there and the four were not there because they were Jesus’ sheep and because Jesus was their shepherd. That doesn’t make sense in human terms. But that is what the Bible teaches us when we listen to Jesus’ prediction of them to leave him alone. What does it mean? That means the shepherd will take care of them. Jesus is the shepherd who went ahead of his sheep after he had released them from the grip of sin by his death for their sins. They ran away now. But the seven were in Galilee waiting for him though they do not seem really know why they were there. The four will come back to their shepherd because they know his voice who goes ahead of them. 

When we view the depressed seven and the absence of the four from Jesus’ prediction we can see a whole new world. Tiberias was the ruler and Herod was the vassal king and the chosen people were depressed and divided and scattered everywhere. But Jesus will call his own, more than the four. He will call all his sheep so that there will be one flock and one shepherd. On that day we will know what we believe today. That is God’s will declared when the crucified was appointed to be the Shepherd. How can we say such a thing when all we can see is the depressed seven? I am not making up a religious fantasy. I am following the emotion of the author. When he said, “It happened this way” and talk about the names of the seven and their helpless state he seems amused and even happy.

What did they do when they were together without Jesus? Verse 3 says, “I'm going out to fish,” Simon Peter told them, and they said, “We'll go with you.” Why did they go out to fish? They did probably because they were hungry. But when Jesus was around they didn’t go out to fish even when they were very hungry. As we saw in Acts 1:8 in the later times they prayed together with all their strength, with all their minds and with all their hearts when they met together. They were free from the worry or concern about the enemies or their hunger or about their future in Acts 1:8. They went out to fish at this time because Jesus wasn’t there. I had a guest last week. He is a physician and two years younger to me. I asked him if he would retire sometime soon. He looked almost afraid at the question. He was afraid because he had nothing to do if he would retire. It seemed for him to work means to live. No work to do means no life and that is what everyone feels when Jesus is absent. As we thought about Acts 1:8 to believe is to live, to pray is to live when Jesus is with his own. I have met many who are afraid of commitment to the Bible study because of the same reason. Most people try to balance their efforts to do the things for survival and to listen to the word of God. Fortunately, however, I have, though rarely, met people who are captured by the Bible. I sincerely pray for 120 who believe and who pray. There are many and diverse reasons which people say had made them to be turned off of the Bible study or disillusioned with the word of God. The truth of their reluctance is that Jesus is not there. If what matters is that Jesus is missing, you can’t become committed by your own effort. If anybody says he or she wants to repent of the foot-dragging you know that person is not speaking truth. To be fair we might say truth is not there. I am always amazed at seeing people who struggle or cry because they see in them the lack of zeal for the Lord or lack of love for Jesus. They cry because of and for themselves. I am amazed because they do not cry because Jesus is missing. As the name Simon Peter who went out to fish suggests many Christians go back to their old life when Jesus is missing. The old Simon is in charge of Peter and the new life which took bud in his association with Jesus is choked and suppressed and abused. Such a person needs his name back as we will see in the next verses. Simon Peter would become Peter. We will think about how the restoration can come to us and what that is in the next section. 

The description in verse 3b of their experience that time illustrates the picture of what it is like with Jesus. It says, “So they went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing.” When did they fish? They fished at night. Why did they fish at night? It was a common fishing practice in the lake Galilee. They used torch to lure fish at night. That worked very well. But what was the disciples’ experience? That night they caught nothing. As we will see in the following verses they will catch lots of fish early next morning by simply throwing the net as they were told to do by Jesus. That experience would be contrary to the common practice. We can gather, therefore, that the description in verse 3b is symbolic as well as realistic. They went out to fish because Jesus wasn’t there. When Jesus was not that was night. When Jesus was not they were in vain. They labored in darkness and caught nothing. The depressing thing was that they were expert fishermen before they met Jesus. Now, they couldn’t even catch fish. They lost Jesus and they lost their skill as well. Then, where was Jesus? 

Look at verse 4. “Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples did not realize that it was Jesus.” Why was Jesus there? Obviously he was there waiting for them. Obviously he waited for them from the time when it was still dark. He was waiting for them when they were struggling in vain at night. What was their initial response to his appearance? The disciples did not realize that it was Jesus. Jesus was there when they did not realize him. What do you learn from the record in verse 4? We learn that Jesus is waiting for those who do not realize that it is him. That is a beautiful picture. From Jesus came the liberation of them from night and vanity and blindness. When you realize him standing there waiting for you, or realize that the one waiting for you is Jesus, you have no problem with darkness or blindness. But we are blind. That is why we are grateful for him who is waiting for us. The bottom line truth of our existence is that we are blind. We do not know. However, the darkness should remind us of Jesus who is waiting for us. What am I talking about? I am talking about what to believe is. Praise the Lord who has come and has become the one waiting for us. In the darkness, in failure, when we are run out of wit, run out of options to choose for our life, is the option to believe. Jesus has brought that.  

How did Jesus help them? He helped them first to catch fish. Look at verses 5-6. He called out to them, “Friends, haven't you any fish?” “No,” they answered. He said, “Throw your net on the right side of the boat and you will find some.” When they did, they were unable to haul the net in because of the large number of fish. What do you learn of Jesus here? He called them friends. Were they really friends? Friendship is patient, kind. It is not self-seeking. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. They showed none of those qualities. They ran away. They went out to fish by themselves for themselves. Yet they were still friends to Jesus because he called them friends. He is the Friend by whom we become friends of him. He helped them to catch fish because he was the Friend whose friendship stands.

He helped them to catch fish. What is a big deal of catching fish? The beautiful thing about catching fish was that he healed them by giving them the success. What was the healing? They went astray but he became their Way, the Truth and the Life. They would never forget the catch of fish. They proved through their toilsome labor of all night that there wasn’t any fish in the area. They knew that it was a common sense to catch fish at night. They were experienced fishermen and the lake was like their backyard. No one would dare advise them as far as the fishing business. But they learned that Jesus knows better and that he is in fact the Way, the Truth and the Life. They learned that with him they will catch fish. They will be fisher of men. In obedience to him they will find rich harvest in famine, salvation in despair, life in death. Nothing will be impossible for them. Rather everything will be possible for them who believe. That was the healing he brought to them by helping them to catch fish.

II.  Come and have breakfast (7-14)

In verses 7-9 is a heart warming illustration of how the disciples entered the new life to believe. Look at those verses. “Then the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, ‘It is the Lord!’ As soon as Simon Peter heard him say, ‘It is the Lord,’ he wrapped his outer garment around him (for he had taken it off) and jumped into the water. The other disciples followed in the boat, towing the net full of fish, for they were not far from shore, about a hundred yards.” Who recognized Jesus? The author means himself. How did he realize that it was Jesus? There is no explanation. Of course, we can make a few assumptions because the exact same thing happened to them three years ago. (ref. Lk 5:1-11) But we can believe the mysterious truth of God’s call of his people here as we learned in Jesus’ prayer in chapter 17 or the Shepherd’s call of his sheep as we learned in chapter 15. We can say that because we saw an identical pattern of expression already in 20:8. The author heard Jesus’ voice.

Why did Peter jump into the water? I guess he couldn’t wait to see his Shepherd. Why did he put on the garment? Most people would take off the garment when they swim. He was always eccentric, but we can not exclude the possibility that he revered Jesus. His attitude is somewhat puzzling for people in this culture where even the president loves to wear blue jeans and shorts. But in my limited experience, I have seen that skirts lengthen and the percentage of body exposure decreases as people study the Bible longer. I have seen that people show their bellies, even their belly buttons, and cut their neck line when they are slipping. I see why the Amish people dress up the way they do. We should show proper respect to our Lord by putting on our shirts and by taking off our sandals when we come to him. I am not talking about Christian dress code. I am talking about how Peter was revived. You dress up decently and clean yourself up when you meet Christ. But you can meet him only when you dress properly. Meeting him will be a disaster for a person who did not learn to revere him.
What did the disciples find Jesus doing? Look at verse 9. “When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals there with fish on it, and some bread.” Jesus was preparing for their breakfast while they were catching fish. Look at verse 10. Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish you have just caught.” It was Simon Peter who responded to Jesus. Verse 11 says, “Simon Peter climbed aboard and dragged the net ashore. It was full of large fish, 153, but even with so many the net was not torn.” What was unusual about Simon Peter? We remember that the catch was so big that the disciples couldn’t haul in the net. Now here, Simon is dragging the net ashore by himself. Another unusual thing was that the net was not torn even with so many fish. The author even remembers that there were 153 fish in the net. Obviously, the experience was etched in his mind. Just as Simon Peter’s extraordinary strength is impressive, so is the memory of the author. Just as impressive is the understanding of the grace and glory of Jesus in relation to the memory of the burning coals, fish and some bread. They were no big deal by themselves. What do we gather? Verse 14 gives us an insight. They were the sign which shows forth the truth of the appearance of Jesus after he was raised from the dead. Just imagine what the author could be reminded of when he sees burning coals or fish or bread at later times. He would live in quite a new world. I pray for Shepherd Andrew that he may grow deeper in the understanding of the grace of Jesus as he becomes older that the testimony of the gospel’s impact in his life may become the testimony of the gospel. May there be 120 testimonies of the gospel.

What did Jesus tell them now? Look at verse 12a. Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” How did the disciples respond to his invitation? Verse 12b says, “None of the disciples dared ask him, ‘Who are you?’ They knew it was the Lord.” This verse shows that Jesus helped them to believe. As we have learned now that in John’s gospel, “to know” the Lord is the same as to believe and the same as to be one with Jesus, one with God. Here, the expression to “know” means the same as the conviction of the author in 20:8 and 21:7. What did Jesus do for them? Look at verses 13-14. “Jesus came, took the bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish. This was now the third time Jesus appeared to his disciples after he was raised from the dead.” The author tells us in verses 13-14 that the knowledge of Jesus who was raised from the dead came to them through the breakfast. How was the breakfast the invitation to believe Jesus who was raised from the dead? Verse 13 says, “Jesus came, took the bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish.” Jesus made the difference. In some sense, we repeat the same things in our life. But the same experience can be the time to believe if Jesus comes into your life as we think about the similarity between Jesus’ third appearance and his first encounter with Simon Peter and the Zebedee brothers in Luke 5:1-11. In both instances, they met the failure of their fishing by casting the net one more time because of Jesus’ encouraging words. They were led to believe. When they believed even the breakfast, which was actually a pretty coarse meal in an open field not some gourmet food at a fancy restaurant with waiters, it was the absolute occasion for the testimony of Jesus’ appearance. Breakfast would never be the same. I hope you eat breakfast every morning. That is good for your health. Even more than that, I hope you are led to the knowledge of Jesus every morning in your breakfast.

III.  Do you love me? (15-17)

Look at verses 15-17. “When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, ‘Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?’ ‘Yes, Lord,’ he said, ‘you know that I love you.’ Jesus said, ‘Feed my lambs.’ Again Jesus said, ‘Simon son of John, do you truly love me?’ He answered, ‘Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.’ Jesus said, ‘Take care of my sheep.’ The third time he said to him, ‘Simon son of John, do you love me?’ Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, ‘Do you love me?’ He said, ‘Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.’ Jesus said, ‘Feed my sheep.’”

What did Jesus ask Peter three times? Jesus asked Peter if the disciples loved him. One helpful tip for our understanding of Jesus’ question is that the third question can be paraphrased as Jesus asking Peter if he was a friend. Why do you think Jesus asked essentially the same question three times? Obviously, that was the most important question. We might even say that Jesus rose from the dead to ask that question to Peter and us. Why did he want to ask this question? Jesus wanted to help Peter to love him. Why is loving him such a big deal?
We learn the answer from Peter’s responses. How did Peter reply? Peter emphasized that Jesus knew that he loved the Lord. In the past, I thought that Peter was self-conscious because of his denial of Jesus. That is possible. But I learned that his total submission to the knowledge of Jesus is the perfect expression of his love. In other words, the basis of Peter's love for Jesus has changed (ref. 17:3-12; 1Jn 4:7-19). Another thing we see about Peter’s confession is that the disciple couldn’t dare say he loved Jesus. The Greek word he used means that he was a friend of Jesus or that he admired Jesus as a friend. He was too shy to say that he loved Jesus. Actually, he couldn’t say he loved Jesus as Jesus loved him. In the third question, however, Jesus himself switches the word and asks the disciple if he was a friend. I could learn through this observation of the word change in Jesus’ question that he enabled Peter and us to love him and God the Father by these questions. We cannot love God as he loves us. But we can certainly admire him and offer our affection and our friendship. Even if we lay down our lifes for the gospel, we can not claim anything. But by the grace through the Son, our offering of friendship is considered as our love for him. Jesus appeared a third time to create Peter, an apostle who loved Jesus, out of Simon Peter who still was a son of John until this time. 

I was yanked out of the love sickness when I heard this verse in 1970 through Missionary Sarah Barry in Korea. What grace to a man who is given the privilege to love God! All I know to this day is that that is grace. In other words, I haven’t been able to love God by myself. I can’t claim that I have loved him. But I can claim that these very words of Jesus in verse 15 have been maintaining me and have sustained me to be before God. When I read the CNN interview of Reverend Billy Graham, I could see that he has practiced this teaching of verse 15 diligently by being clear with women, money and fame. I have never been good enough so Missionary Joan Griggs and Missionary Hannah Zun have had to help me in all my messy book keeping and the merciful God has protected me from all temptations and hid me in the blood of Jesus all these years. Through these years, I was always reminded of verse 15 and that has been my guide, encouragement and protection. This year, I learn newly through the reference of the Greek words that to love Jesus means to be Jesus’ friend. I hope I may learn to be Jesus’ friend for the rest of my life. As it is clear in the second part of this section, to love Jesus means to glorify Jesus by my death. Being a friend means laying down your life for your friend. I have found that to be a consistent teaching of the Bible in the study of Acts 1:8.

What does it mean to love? Jesus asked, “Simon son of John do you truly love me more than these?” “These” means anything other than Jesus himself. Some people take verse 15 as a teaching of the love order, to love God first and to love others or things second. Some even take this teaching as an instruction to denounce the world. I think such an interpretation is inevitable if you use the teaching for yourself. But if we consider Jesus who asked this question, we can easily understand that Jesus wanted to give salvation to Peter. Here, salvation means the opposite to the obsession of and imprisonment by the people and things of this world. To love Jesus means to be one with God with nothing in between us and God (ref. 15:13-15; 17:16-19, 24-26). In light of verse 15, Jesus suffered and rose from the dead so that he could help us to love him.

What about the teaching to feed his sheep, to take care of his lamb? What does he mean to feed, to take care of, his sheep?  He means to graze, to shepherd. Making the definition is futile. Rather, we should remember the passages such as 17:6-10. There, Jesus teaches that he first recognized his disciples as God’s own children who were entrusted to him. Secondly, he gave them the words God gave them, not his own ideas. Thirdly, he prayed for them. Fourthly, he protected them by the power of God’s name. Finally, when Judas Iscariot betrayed him, he accepted the experience in the Scriptures. In summary, taking care of Jesus’ flock comes in the submission to him. That is what Jesus did and how he took cared of God’s flock. What do we mean? How do we submit to him? Apostle Peter gives us a good example. He entrusted his entire being to the all-knowing Jesus Christ. He did not insist on his love for Jesus or his lack of love for Jesus. Verse 17 says he was hurt. That translation is misleading. The word meant that Peter grieved or was sad. In other words, the apostle surrendered more. If we say he prostrated before Jesus at the first two questions, we might say he was almost digging into the earth at hearing the third question. He meant asking Jesus to have mercy on him, the undeserving sinner. He was reinstated to love Jesus. To be more precise, he was recreated from Simon Peter to Peter. He was made to love Jesus by taking care of Jesus’ sheep.
IV.  You must follow me (18-23)

We read in verses 18-19 what we have been talking about.  Jesus said in verse 18, “I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.” The author explains in verse 19, “Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God.” Then Jesus said to Peter, “Follow me!” What did Jesus say in verse 18 about Peter's past and about his future? Peter lived and did as he saw fit even after he was called to follow Jesus Christ. In other words, he was a mixture of his old self and the new self. That was why he was called Simon Peter. Sometimes he even behaved like old Simon with no trace of Peter. But he would eventually become Peter, an apostle of Jesus, who loves Jesus and offers his life as the groundwork for Jesus’ Church. He became the first of many Peters. 

What did Jesus mean according to verse 19? He meant that Peter would become like Jesus who revealed God in his death. Why does it matter whether a person glorifies God in his death? Isn’t our present life most important? Who cares about how we die? Such a question lingers in our minds for sure. As we think about Jesus’ teaching in verses 18-19 a little more, we may learn the truth of our life better. The net of our life is God. When we deny this truth, we live according to our desire. The end of that life is death. When we surrender to the truth, the end is glory, that is, God. Peter was aging everyday, which means, dying a bit every day but Jesus brought him into the path of life to live a bit more every day. That is why Jesus commanded Peter at the end of verse 19, “Follow me.”

How did Peter respond to following the Lord? Look at verses 20-21. Peter didn’t follow Jesus. Instead, he was distracted. He turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved. That disciple was following them. This was the one who had leaned back against Jesus at the supper and had said, “Lord, who is going to betray you?” So he asked, “Lord, what about him?” Look at verse 22. Jesus answered, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? You must follow me.”  What did Jesus mean? According to verse 23, Jesus meant that whatever will happen to the other disciple is the business between Jesus and the other disciple. That was none of Peter’s business. The author says in verse 23a that because of what Jesus said in verse 22 there was the rumor spreading among the brothers that this disciple would not die. Then he added in verse 24, “This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down. We know that his testimony is true.”  In verse 24, we see why the author mentioned the rumor. He meant that he became a witness of Jesus’ work of creating Peter, the one who followed Jesus as one with him, who loved the Lord. What does the author mean in his concluding words in verse 25? “Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written.” He means Jesus is God the Creator, whose creation of Peter is bigger than the whole world. He is testifying that Jesus creates a man who follows Jesus in life and in death. Nothing in all creation will be able to separate Peter from the love in which he is planted by Jesus Christ, not even Tiberias, not even his own jealousy or rivalry against John.
