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Scripture to Read
John 21:1

Comment 1
The last chapter of the Fourth Gospel begins 

with a dramatic and revealing scene at what it 
calls “the sea of Tiberias.” 

The opening verse tells us that “Jesus showed 
himself.” Then, after mentioning “the sea of Ti-
berias,” which was more commonly known as 
the lake of Galilee, the Fourth Gospel once again 
tells us what is important about this scene: “Jesus 
showed himself.”

Scripture to Read
John 21:2

Comment 2
As we saw in a previous session, the Fourth 

Gospel invites us to picture five disciples. Each is  
named or identified in some way. Then it leaves 
us hanging. It tells us to picture “two others,” but 
it fails to tell us anything at all about them.

So we’re left with “five” and “two,” a haunting 
echo of John 6, which is also set at “the sea of 
Tiberias.” In that earlier scene, the disciples have 
five fish and two loaves of bread, the same num-
bers we find in John 21. 

Comment 3
Back in John 6, the disciples were sure that 

their feeble resources wouldn’t nourish a crowd 

of thousands, as Jesus wanted to do. But Jesus 
declared that what they saw as “too little” was 
indeed “more than enough.” 

So as this new scene begins, it’s as if we’re be-
ing given a verbal reminder that when it comes 
to doing God’s work, we’re up to the task. For as 
the risen Jesus told his disciples in the previous 
chapter, “As the Father sent me, so send I you.”

“Five” and “two” isn’t too little. It’s more than 
enough. We don’t need to be selfish. We don’t 
need to hold back. We have more than enough of 
God’s Spirit to abundantly nourish and care for 
those around us.

For Discussion
The scene in this chapter overflows with num-

bers that seemingly speak volumes. Could it be 
that we are to see the sum of “five” and “two” as 
also significant in some way? If so, from a bibli-
cal perspective, what might the sum of these two 
numbers be suggesting?

Scripture to Read
John 21:3

Comment 4
As we saw in a previous session, we hear Si-

mon Peter announcing that he’s going fishing. 
The others announce that they’re going with him. 
Together, they set out in search of that which can 
nourish a hungry soul. They set out in search of 
that which can make them—and others—whole.
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But then the Fourth Gospel hits us with an-
other of its remarkable details. It tells us that it’s 
“night.”

Comment 5
“Night” is an image that this Gospel frequent-

ly associates with those who are failing to “walk 
in the Light.” In John 12:35, for example, we find 
Jesus telling his disciples that they who “walk in 
darkness” don’t know where they are going. To 
use the imagery of this Gospel, we can “walk in 
the Light” or we can “stumble in the night.”

The Fourth Gospel tells us that “five” and 
“two” went fishing—at night. And not surpris-
ingly, it quickly adds that they “caught nothing.” 
It’s as if they “knew not” where they were going. 
It’s as if—like all of us sometimes—the disciples 
“knew not” what they were doing.

Scripture to Read
John 21:4

Comment 6
When morning was come—when Light had 

broken through the darkness in which “five” and 
“two” had stumbled—“Jesus stood on the shore.” 
It’s almost an echo of a beautiful line from the 
psalms, a line that declares, “Weeping may en-
dure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning.”

Then the Fourth Gospel hits us with another 
telling detail. It’s morning on the shore. It’s Light 
where Jesus is standing. But out on the boat—
out where “five” and “two” were floundering, out 
where they were catching nothing—it was still 
night. For the disciples, and for us sometimes, 
it’s as if dawn hadn’t come. We’re told that they 
“knew not that it was Jesus.”

Scripture to Read
John 21:5

Comment 7
The figure on the shore—the figure that the 

disciples don’t recognize—calls out, saying, “You 
haven’t caught a thing, have you?”

“No,” they answer, “nothing at all.”

Scripture to Read
John 21:6

Comment 8
“You’re fishing in the wrong place,” says Je-

sus. “You’re seeking nourishment and strength in 
the wrong waters. You need to cast your nets on 
‘the right side’ of the boat.”

Taken literally, the instruction seems bizarre. 
It’s unlikely that a group of seven people would 
have fished from only one side of the boat. 

Comment 9
But as we saw last time, the Fourth Gospel 

has carefully worded the instruction in a way that 
evokes a powerful, multi-chapter image from the 
book of Ezekiel.

The reference to “the right side” of the boat 
is an allusion to a remarkable vision in which the 
prophet Ezekiel is shown a healing stream flow-
ing out of “the right side” of God’s holy temple. 
At first, the stream seems small and trivial, but it 
gets bigger and bigger, deeper and deeper.

Comment 10
 In the book of Ezekiel, the prophet discovers 

great trees taking root on the banks of the river 
that flows from “the right side” of the temple. 
And the prophet likewise discovers great swarms 
of fish swimming within the waters of this crystal 
fountain. In Ezekiel’s vision, there are more fish 
than anyone would dare imagine.

By its careful allusion to this powerful, biblical 
vision, the Fourth Gospel is perhaps reminding 
us that if we—like those early disciples—want to 
be nourished deeply, if we want the strength to 
carry on doing those important things that God 
has called us to do, then we need to “cast our 
nets” into that “river” that flows so mightily from 
the throne of God. Only in those holy waters will 
we find that which satisfies.

Scripture to Read
John 21:6–7a



Comment 11
In the final portion of the Fourth Gospel, we 

find repeated references to “the disciple whom 
Jesus loved.” This unnamed disciple seems to be 
offered as a rich model for us all, demonstrating 
the kind of faithful behavior and spiritual insight 
that proves worthy of Jesus’ special love.

Keeping the disciple unnamed is a masterful 
technique. It allows any of us—and all of us—to 
see ourselves as someday fulfilling a similar role. 
Perhaps we, too, can someday be that faithful. 
Perhaps we, too, can someday be that insightful. 
Perhaps we, too, can someday learn to catch a 
fuller glimpse of God’s own Light.

We’re told that, after seeing the great haul 
of fish, after sensing that they had now dropped 
their nets into “holy waters,” the “disciple whom 
Jesus loved” perceives the truth: “It is the Lord!”

For Discussion
How do you suppose we should understand 

the word “it” in the beloved disciple’s exclama-
tion, “It is the Lord!”? What is “it”? Is “it” the 
person standing on the shore? Or might the “it” 
be referring to something else?

What significance might there be in the fact 
that “the beloved disciple” is portrayed as speak-
ing these words most explicitly to Peter—and 
not to the group as a whole?

Scripture to Read
John 21:7b

For Discussion
What do you make of Simon Peter’s actions 

in response to the insightful words of “the be-
loved disciple”? 

Is the scene here supposed to be comic—or 
poignant? Why? 

Is Peter’s behavior positive—or negative? 
Why?

Comment 12
Many things about this scene have puzzled 

readers and scholars over the years.
It is specifically to Peter, the disciple who had 

to be reprimanded for swinging a sword at the 
time of Jesus’ arrest—it’s specifically to Peter, the 
disciple who had angrily sworn during Jesus’ tri-
al that he had “never known” a Galilean named 
Jesus, it’s specifically to Peter, who has previously 
seemed utterly blind to where and how God is 
working—it’s specifically to Peter that “the be-
loved disciple” instructively speaks, saying, “It is 
the Lord.”

Comment 13
Is “the beloved disciple” speaking about the 

shadowy figure on the shore, the person who told 
them that if they were tired of “catching noth-
ing,” they should quit fishing “in the dark” and 
instead cast their “nets” into that “crystal foun-
tain” that flows from the throne of God? 

Is the figure standing on the shore the “it” 
that is meant by “it is the Lord”?

Comment 14
Or could it be that the nourishing water into 

which their nets were cast is also—or even pri-
marily—the “it” that is “the Lord”? 

Judging from the text, it was the abundance 
found in God’s holy water—and not just the 
voice of the shadowy figure on the shore—that 
provokes the cry of the beloved disciple.

When we understand the cry of the beloved 
disciple as referring not just to the figure on the 
shore but more especially to that holy water into 
which the disciples’ empty nets had been cast, 
the scene becomes especially instructive. It’s a re-
minder that when we, too, cast our “nets,” as it 
were, into God’s abundant waters, when we, too, 
find ourselves spiritually nourished beyond our 
wildest imagining, then we, too, can surely cry, 
“It is the Lord!”

Scripture to Read
John 21:7

Comment 15
All night long, seven disciples had been fish-

ing—and caught nothing. All night long, “five” 
and “two” had cast their nets into a dark and 



empty sea. Finally, light begins to dawn. Final-
ly, their nets are cast on “the right side” of the 
boat. Finally, they test the water that flows from 
the throne of God—and there are more “fish” in 
their net than they know how to handle.

Looking down at the “sea” of God’s mercy, 
looking down at the shimmering “sea” of divine 
grace, looking down at that which had fed thou-
sands, with baskets and baskets left over, “the be-
loved disciple” declares to Peter, “It is the Lord!”

Comment 16
And on hearing these words from the beloved 

disciple, Simon Peter, who has so often come 
up “empty”—Simon Peter, who has so often 
demonstrated that he has been “fishing” in the 
wrong waters—now realizes where true nourish-
ment lies.

The holy water that flows from Above, the 
healing stream that emerges from the heavenly 
Light, it’s the only hope for his battered soul. He’s 
finally ready to be refreshed. He’s finally ready to 
be renewed. He’s finally ready to be made whole.

Comment 17
It’s a remarkable image. As an empty “night” 

of Peter’s own making fades from sight—and as 
a new Light, beaming from Above, casts it splen-
dor across the sky—Peter girds up his clothing 
and plunges his whole self into what the beloved 
disciple has called “the Lord.” 

Peter throws himself into streams of mercy, 
never ceasing. He casts himself—feet first—into 
the water of God’s grace, immersing himself, as it 
were, in the true fount of every blessing.

A similar spirit emerges in a hymn written in 
1758 by Robert Robinson:

Come, thou Fount of ev’ry blessing,
tune my heart to sing thy grace;
streams of mercy, never ceasing,
call for songs of loudest praise.
Teach me some melodious sonnet,
sung by flaming tongues above.
Praise the mount—I’m fixed upon it—
mount of God’s redeeming love.

Here I find my greatest treasure;
hither by thy help I’ve come;
and I hope, by thy good pleasure,
safely to arrive at home.
Jesus sought me when a stranger,
wand’ring from the fold of God;
he, to rescue me from danger,
bought me with his precious blood.

O, to grace how great a debtor
daily I’m constrained to be!
Let that grace, Lord, like a fetter,
bind my wand’ring heart to thee.
Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it,
prone to leave the God I love;
here’s my heart, O take and seal it;
seal it for thy courts above.

Scripture to Read
John 21:7b

Comment 18
In Greek, it’s clear that the description here 

contains two remarkable and revealing “echoes” 
from an earlier scene in this Gospel.

Many newer translations obscure the links by 
inserting casual, contemporary English. But the 
connection is preserved somewhat better in the 
King James Version, which strives, at least in this 
case, to be more literal.

Comment 19
The first “echo” of an earlier scene is in the 

description of what Peter does with a particular 
garment of clothing. Literally, he girds himself 
with a coat or fisherman’s “smock” of some kind.

The Greek word that is used here is diezōsato, 
the same Greek word that was used to describe 
Jesus’ action in girding himself with a towel, back 
in chapter 13. That’s where Jesus begins humbly 
washing his disciples’ feet as a sign of the inner 
cleansing that they all need.

Scripture to Read
John 13:3–4



Comment 20
To “gird oneself ” implies that something is 

being wrapped around oneself. In both John 13 
and in John 21, it’s clear that the “girding”—or 
wrapping—is not for decoration. It’s rather for 
a very functional purpose. It’s a way of getting 
prepared for action, getting prepared for service.

So by its choice of words, there’s perhaps a 
hint in John 21 that Simon Peter, having final-
ly seen what the water from the throne of God 
can do and having finally seen where true nour-
ishment lies, is maybe beginning to understand 
what following in Jesus’ footsteps really means.

Scripture to Read
John 13:3–5

Comment 21
The description of Peter’s actions in John 21 

contains a second verbal echo as well. In John 
13, after Jesus girds himself—after Jesus prepares 
himself for an action that he hopes will trans-
form the lives of those around him—Jesus does 
something else. 

In most translations, we’re told that Jesus 
pours water into a basin. That sounds rather 
mild-mannered, but the Greek word—ebalen—
is much stronger. It implies a throwing—or 
“casting”—of water into a basin. We can almost 
see it splashing. It’s as if the water itself is alive. It 
moves with power.

Comment 22
Ebalen, the same verb of forceful action, is 

used in John 21 to describe the way in which Pe-
ter “casts himself ” or “throws himself ” into the 
water. It’s as if there is a mighty splash. It’s as if 
Peter, like the water that Jesus once poured into 
the basin, wants to be strong, wants to be power-
ful, wants to be alive.

In John 13, the water that Jesus throws—
or “casts”—into the basin will be used for the 
cleansing of others. So perhaps there’s a hint in 
John 21 that Simon Peter is finally getting ready 
to be used in those “alive” ways that lead to the 
divine cleansing and strengthening of others.

For Discussion
What might be the implications of this for us?

Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 40:2, 4

Comment 23
In our last session, we explored some possible 

connections between John 21 and the remarkable 
visions that appear in chapters 40 through 47 of 
Ezekiel. In these visions, the prophet is led to a 
high mountain, and to his surprise, he is able to 
look down on the city of Jerusalem. 

The prophet and his people are in the midst 
of the long and hard Babylonian captivity. Jeru-
salem itself has long since been physically torn 
to pieces. But what the prophet sees is a city and 
a temple that is grand and glorious. Ultimately, 
he discovers that the water that still flows from 
the throne of God is bringing forth life in abun-
dance. Trees sink their roots along the banks of 
the river that flows from the temple, and the river 
itself is teeming with fish.

Comment 24
Through his vision, the prophet comes to un-

derstand that what has been physically destroyed 
has not been spiritually destroyed at all. 

“Set thine heart upon all that I show thee,” 
says the messenger in Ezekiel 40:4. “Set thine 
heart upon all that I show thee, and declare it unto 
the house of Israel.”

Comment 25
How does John 21 begin? By twice telling 

us that the scene that is unfolding here is about 
“how Jesus showed himself ” to the disciples. It’s 
as if we are being asked to hear once again the 
ancient messenger saying, “Set thine heart upon 
all that Jesus showed you —and declare it unto all 
with whom you share life’s journey.” 

Why? Because that which was physically de-
stroyed when Jesus was put on a cross was not 
spiritually destroyed. It’s a compelling reminder 
that cruel powers can tear down God’s “tem-
ple”—they can infect our bodies with disease, 



they can undermine or destroy the lives of those 
we love, they can assault us and our companions 
with hate and injustice, they can even violently 
nail God’s Child to a cross—but “the fount of 
every blessing,” it just keeps flowing.

For Discussion
What would it mean for us to “set our hearts” 

on all that Jesus showed? How might it make our 
way of living different?

Scripture to Read
John 6:16–17

Comment 26
Back in chapter 6 of this Gospel, we find Je-

sus feeding and nourishing a crowd of thousands 
with five loaves and two fish. After he’s fed the 
crowd with what the disciples were sure was “too 
little,” he tells the twelve disciples to collect what 
is left over. They each end up with a full basket of 
food. It’s perhaps the Fourth Gospel’s dramatic 
way of teaching that it is in giving that we receive.

Unfortunately, the disciples were slow learn-
ers. So when Jesus wandered off, leaving them 
to continue caring for the crowd, the first thing 
they wanted to do was head by themselves to 
Capernaum.

Comment 27
To get to Capernaum, the disciples had to 

cross the sea of Tiberias by boat. It’s the same 
sea on which we are told that they go fishing in 
chapter 21. And, as in chapter 21, we are told that 
they go “at night.” 

In other words, they choose to go away from 
the Light. Like us sometimes, they choose not 
to “set their hearts” on what Jesus had showed 
them. 

Again and again, the Fourth Gospel seeks to 
teach us that when we leave those to whom Je-
sus has called us to minister—when we go off 
by ourselves, not caring about what happens to 
others—we can be sure of this: Jesus isn’t with us. 
And in John 6, that’s the situation in which the 
disciples find themselves.

Scripture to Read
John 6:18–19

Comment 28
It’s late. It’s dark. It’s night. The disciples have 

left Jesus behind. And they have left the crowd 
behind, the very people to whom Jesus had 
showed God’s abundant love.

The disciples are in the boat. Each clutches 
his overflowing basket of leftover food, imagin-
ing the “good times” he’s going to have when he 
gets to Capernaum. What a party they will have!

But then the wind blows. Waves crash. The 
boat rocks. It’s a storm of monumental propor-
tions. Although it’s the dead of night, in their 
mind’s eye, they can see Jesus, the Anointed One 
whom they abandoned. They can see him com-
ing towards them, even there, out on the sea. 
They tremble, not just because of the storm but 
also because of what they know they have done.

Scripture to Read
John 6:20–21

Comment 29
“Be not afraid,” says Jesus to his foolish dis-

ciples. “You failed to set your hearts on what I 
had showed you, but be not afraid—for I am not 
through with you yet.”

Then, says the Fourth Gospel, they willingly 
received him back into their lives. And they will-
ingly received him back into the vessel in which 
they were struggling.

Comment 30
The King James Version calls their vessel a 

“ship.” Some other versions call it a “boat.” But 
the Greek text actually uses a special form of the 
word for “boat.” It’s a form of the word that em-
phasizes the boat’s smallness. It’s as if we are being 
told that they were in a “little boat,” a tiny vessel 
that would—on its own—get them nowhere.

But the Fourth Gospel tells us that as soon 
as they “received” Jesus into their tiny vessel, its 
small size no longer mattered, for “immediately” 
their “little boat” was at land.



Scripture to Read
John 21:7–8

Comment 31
The scene here abounds with verbal echoes 

of that which we found in chapter 6. The two 
scenes reinforce each other.

As the King James Version makes clear—
though it is obscured in some other versions—
the vessel in which the five disciples and “two 
others” have been fishing is a “little boat.” The 
Greek text uses the same distinctive word as in 
chapter 6, a word that emphasizes the smallness 
and shakiness of the vessel in which they had 
been sailing.

Comment 32
And just as in chapter 6, once the disciples 

recognize God’s presence—as soon as they cast 
their nets into holy waters and find a multi-
tude of nourishment and life swarming around 
them—the “little boat” in which they sit is no 
longer being tossed about. It’s no longer far out 
in the middle of the sea. 

Instead, almost immediately, says the Fourth 
Gospel, the disciples find their boat on the shore. 
Land is at hand. God’s good earth is under their 
feet. Yes, a way has been made out of no way.

But there’s something else in verse 8, some-
thing inserted into the middle of the verse, some-
thing we ought not to miss.

Scripture to Read
John 21:8

Comment 33
Suddenly, in the middle of this verse, we are 

given a measurement. The King James Version 
conveys it most literally, mentioning “two hun-
dred cubits.” Cubits were an ancient form of 
measurement. Newer translations often trans-
form this detail into something that will feel 
more familiar, such as “about a hundred yards.”

In the Greek text, the “cubits” reference is in-
serted very awkwardly, right into the middle of 
the verse. The King James Version tries to convey 

this by placing it in parentheses. Newer transla-
tions sometimes move the reference to either the 
beginning or end of the verse.

It’s possible, however, that the Fourth Gospel 
deliberately wanted its reference to “two hundred 
cubits” to feel awkward. It’s possible that it want-
ed to catch our attention—and jog our minds 
back to the book of Ezekiel.

Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 40:4, 9, 11, 19

Comment 34
In this vision, a divine messenger tells the 

prophet to “set thine heart upon all that I show 
thee.” The messenger then proceeds to measure 
what appears to be the temple of God, the very 
temple that the Babylonians think that they have 
destroyed. 

The measuring goes on for many verses. It 
covers many chapters. For a while, it seems like 
it’s never going to end.

Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 41:1, 13–15

Comment 35
Newer translations sometimes express this 

measuring in modern language, but in the orig-
inal text, it’s almost entirely in “cubits.” In fact, 
there are almost as many references to “cubits” in 
Ezekiel as in all other biblical books combined.

So when John 21 describes the disciples’ “little 
boat” as suddenly being right near the shore, only 
about “two hundred cubits” out, we ought to 
think immediately of Ezekiel, the biblical book 
that outnumbers all others by far in its mention 
of “cubits.”

Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 42:1–3

Comment 36
In the book of Ezekiel, almost everything 

imaginable about the temple is measured. 
Because this book is from an era in which the 



temple had been destroyed, the temple itself is 
physically nonexistent. Yet in the prophet’s vi-
sion, the “cubits” go on endlessly. We hear of a 
hundred “cubits” here and fifty “cubits” there, 
again and again and again. 

From a literary perspective, the effect is spec-
tacular. Physically, the temple is in shambles, but 
spiritually, it rises high. It stands wide. It stretch-
es far. It encompasses a vast territory.

Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 42:13

Comment 37
In Ezekiel’s vision, the temple is not just 

grand. It’s not just glorious. At its heart are “holy 
chambers,” chambers where “the priests that ap-
proach unto the Lord shall eat the most holy 
things.” At its heart is a dining place, a holy place 
where God and God’s servants shall share food 
together.

Scripture to Read
John 21:8–9

Comment 38
Here in one of the final scenes of the Fourth 

Gospel, seven disciples are way out on a very for-
eign-feeling “sea of Tiberias.” It’s dark. It’s night. 
They’re in what feels like the middle of nowhere, 
catching nothing. 

But then they cast their nets into different 
waters. Then they fill their nets with “streams of 
mercy, never ceasing”—and as Light bursts across 
the sky, they discover that they are already in the 
temple of God. They’re just “two hundred cu-
bits” from shore, language that serves to draw our 
minds and our hearts back to the book of Ezekiel.

Scripture to Read
John 21:12

Comment 39
Yes, the “temple of God” that was Jesus, it 

was destroyed. It was torn to pieces. Evil did its 
worst to him. But the Fourth Gospel wants us 
to know that spiritually speaking, the anointed 
“temple” still stands. It rises high. It stands wide. 
It stretches far. 

Through the Fourth Gospel’s masterful ac-
count, we are reminded that when we dip our 
“nets” into God’s holy waters, the grand and glo-
rious “cubits” of God’s own Temple encompass 
us. Our “little boat” may have seemed small. The 
“sea” on which we struggle may have seemed 
deep. But we’re near the shore. We’re near those 
“holy chambers” where someone has laid a char-
coal fire. Fish are sizzling. Bread is warming. 

We don’t quite recognize the one standing by 
the fire, but then, in our amazement, we hear a 
voice. “Come and dine,” it whispers. “Come and 
dine with me.”


