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Comment 1
In this concluding chapter of the Fourth 

Gospel, we are shown seven discouraged disci-
ples spending a fruitless night, fishing in vain. It’s 
as if they are laboring in the wrong waters at the 
wrong time for the wrong reasons.

Finally, as morning light appears, they hear 
a voice on the shore, urging them to “cast their 
net” into different waters. The voice, which they 
don’t recognize at first, urges them to “cast their 
net” into what proves to be holy waters, waters 
abounding with fish and life.

Their net fills—and never breaks. Almost im-
mediately, one of them cries, “It is the Lord!”

Scripture to Read
John 21:10–11, 15a

Comment 2
The figure standing by the fire turns out to be 

the risen and ascended Jesus. He urges them to 
bring the fish that they have caught. We are told 
that within the unbroken net there are one hun-
dred and fifty three large fish, a number which 
may have pointed the minds and hearts of cer-
tain disciples towards God.

One hundred and fifty three fish were spread 
out on the ground, not far from the charcoal fire. 
Then, says the Fourth Gospel, Jesus turned to 
Simon Peter, who had hauled the fish to shore. 
“Simon, son of John,” Jesus asked, “do you love 
me more than these?”

For Discussion
How many possible meanings for this ques-

tion can you imagine?
Which meaning seems most plausible to 

you—and why?

Scripture to Read
John 21:15

Comment 3
“Simon, son of John,” asks Jesus, “do you 

love me more than these?” We aren’t explicitly 
told what “these” is. Nor are we told what “more 
than” refers to. 

The Greek verb used in the question is aga-
pas, which implies an all-consuming passionate 
love in which one devotes oneself to the object of 
one’s love. And the “more than” part of the ques-
tion implies a love that goes beyond one’s love of 
anything else.

Comment 4
Some have thought that Jesus is asking Peter 

to compare his love for Jesus with the love shown 
by the other disciples who are with Peter around 
the charcoal fire. Shortly after Jesus’ arrest, Peter 
had denied ever knowing Jesus. So in that sense, 
it might be a relevant question.

On the other hand, one hundred and fifty 
three large, luscious looking fish are laying on the 
ground at the very time that the question is asked, 
and it was Peter who had promoted the fishing 
expedition in the first place. It was Peter who had 
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talked the others into going fishing instead of de-
voting themselves to the work which Jesus had 
commissioned them to do. So it could be that 
Jesus is asking, “Simon, son of John, do you love 
me more than you love these fish? Which are you 
more passionate about, which are you more com-
mitted to: serving me and the mission to which I 
have called you—or going fishing?”

Comment 5
In many translations, we’re told that Peter 

responds by saying, “Yes, Lord, you know that 
I love you.” But these English words obscure 
a subtle but potentially significant shift that is 
found in the Greek text.

When Peter responds by saying, “Yes, Lord, 
you know I love you,” he doesn’t use agapas, the 
Greek verb for a passionate love that involves 
a giving of one’s whole self. Rather, he uses the 
Greek word philō, which implies a more general 
kind of friendship. “Lord,” he says, “surely you 
know that I’m friendly for you!”

Jesus responds by saying, “Feed my lambs.”

Scripture to Read
John 21:16

Comment 6
The dialogue repeats, though with subtle 

differences. “Simon, son of John,” says Jesus, 
“do you love me?” Once again, the Greek verb 
is agapas, meaning a passionate, self-giving love. 
But this time, the request for a comparative 
ranking is gone. Now Jesus is simply asking, “Do 
you love me? Do you love me at all?”

It’s a question that grows out of Peter’s strange 
answer to the first question, an answer that sug-
gested simple friendship rather than a loving 
commitment.

Comment 7
Peter’s second answer doesn’t move things for-

ward much. Once again he simply says, “Lord, 
you know that I’m friendly for you.”

In the King James Version, Jesus responds 
to Peter’s second answer by saying, “Feed my 

sheep,” but that’s a rather misleading way to put 
it, for in the Greek text, the verb that Jesus uses 
has changed. What he says is more like, “Tend my 
sheep.” Jesus is here urging Simon to accept the 
broad and all-encompassing work of a shepherd.

For Discussion
What possible reasons could there be for the 

way that Peter keeps talking about friendship 
rather than a self-giving love?

Do you think it’s misleading—or even dan-
gerous—for us to think of Jesus as our “friend”? 
Why or why not?

Why do you think the Fourth Gospel shows 
us Jesus addressing each of his questions to “Si-
mon, son of John,” instead of using Simon’s ap-
parent nickname, “Peter”? 

What significance, if any, might there be in 
the repeated inclusion of the phrase “son of John” 
after Simon’s name?

Does all of this raise any questions for us? If 
so, what?

Scripture to Read
John 21:17a

For Discussion
Wouldn’t a single exchange like this have been 

enough? Why do you think the Fourth Gospel 
wanted to show us Jesus asking a very similar 
question three times?

Comment 8
Once again, there are subtle shifts in lan-

guage, though many of these shifts get lost in 
common English translations.

The first shift is in Jesus’ question to Simon. 
Instead of using the verb agapas, meaning an all-
out, self-giving love, Jesus uses the Greek word 
phileis. In effect, instead of asking, “Simon, son 
of John, do you love me?” Jesus instead asks, “Si-
mon, son of John, are you friendly with me?”

Comment 9
In effect, it’s as if Jesus’ hopes for Simon are 

steadily diminishing. He first asks if Simon loves 



him more than “these,” perhaps meaning the fish, 
perhaps meaning the divine blessings, perhaps 
meaning the other disciples.

When Jesus doesn’t get a very good answer to 
that question, Jesus shifts and simply asks, “Si-
mon, son of John, do you love me? Do you love 
me at all?”

Then, when the answer to that diminished 
question also isn’t what Jesus hoped, it’s as if the 
third question shifts to an even lower level of 
commitment: “Simon, son of John, are you at 
least friendly with me?”

Scripture to Read
John 21:17

Comment 10
Because the King James Version and many 

other English translations obscure the shifting 
language, translating both agapas and phileis as 
“love,” it’s easy to misunderstand why Simon Pe-
ter is grieved. 

It’s easy to assume that he’s upset simply be-
cause Jesus asked the same question three times. 
But what the Greek text really says is that Pe-
ter is grieved because the third time Jesus asked, 
“Are you friendly for me?” rather than “Do you 
love me?” In effect, Peter’s grief is perhaps his sad 
acknowledgment that Jesus has been right. His 
commitment is not agapas. It’s only phileis.

Comment 11
Peter’s grief is not surprising. It can be hard 

to have someone speak an unpleasant truth to us. 
It can be especially hard to hear how far we are 
falling short of God’s soaring expectations for us.

But there’s perhaps an additional reason for 
Peter’s grief, for the manner in which each of 
these questions begins provides yet another re-
minder of an unpleasant truth. Each of the three 
questions begins with Jesus rather pointedly and 
repeatedly addressing Peter as “Simon, son of 
John.” In the context of this Gospel, that, too, 
points to a rather unpleasant truth.

Scripture to Read
John 1:11–13

Comment 12
From the beginning, this Gospel has de-

scribed the “Word” from Above as a living pres-
ence that would empower people to become “the 
children of God.” It would be as if they had been 
born not of human blood but of divine love.

By their very behavior, these new-born “chil-
dren of God” would show whole-hearted com-
mitment not to “the will of the flesh” nor to “the 
will of man” but rather to the will “of God.” From 
the perspective of this Gospel, this is the very na-
ture of “the children of God.”

Comment 13
So in John 21, when the risen Jesus questions 

the extent of Simon’s shallow commitment to 
God’s will and God’s way, it’s not surprising that 
he addresses him—all three times—not as “Si-
mon, child of God” but as “Simon, son of John.”

It’s as if Simon Peter is still too dominated by 
“the will of the flesh” and “the will of man.” He’s 
still too much the child of human parents, rather 
than a child of the Holy.

“Feed my lambs,” Jesus tells him. “Tend my 
sheep. Feed my sheep.”

For Discussion
What possible reasons can you suggest for 

Jesus’ three requests to Simon are each worded 
slightly differently, with two different verbs—
“feed” and “tend”—and two different ob-
jects—“lambs” and “sheep”?

Comment 14
Down through the ages, scholars have come 

up with all kinds of explanations for the subtle 
variations in the wording of the three requests to 
Simon Peter. And given the care with which this 
Gospel was created, it’s likely that the shifting 
language signifies something, but there’s no way 
to know for sure what that significance is. Many 
different explanations seem plausible.

But by focusing exclusively on the differences 



in wording between these three requests, we can 
miss something important: there is one word in 
all three that never changes. It’s important in its 
own right. It’s the simple word “my.”

Comment 15
There’s an implied contrast and challenge in 

that little word “my,” especially in light of the 
way in which Jesus repeatedly addresses Simon 
Peter as “son of John,” meaning the child of hu-
man parents.

Change your focus, Jesus seems to say to Si-
mon. Feed my lambs. Tend my sheep. Nourish my 
flock. In effect, Jesus is calling on Simon —and 
calling on us all—to work and serve in a bigger, 
broader world than we otherwise would. What 
we think of as “our” lambs and “our” sheep is too 
small. It’s too few. It’s too narrowed by human 
ways of thinking.

Comment 16
This Gospel has repeatedly reminded us that 

God’s “lambs”—like God’s “sheep”—are every-
where. As John 3:16 reminds us, God’s love has 
no limits. God’s love is for “the world.” So there 
isn’t anyone that God doesn’t want us to care for. 
There isn’t anyone that God doesn’t want us to 
“feed.”

In effect, the Fourth Gospel shows Jesus tell-
ing Simon Peter, who would later become an im-
portant leader among early followers of Christ, 
“Broaden your thinking.”

Comment 17
This is perhaps the Fourth Gospel’s way of 

speaking  to us all. “Don’t just focus on your own 
narrow world,” it seems to say. 

“Tear down those selfish walls that you may 
have put up. Get rid of those self-serving bound-
aries that you may have erected. Then give your-
selves wholeheartedly to feeding my many lambs, 
without exclusion. Tend my innumerable sheep, 
wherever they may be. Don’t just nourish your-
self. Instead, nourish my vast and diverse flock. 
That’s what a true child of the Holy One does.”

For Discussion
What does this mean for us in our world?

Comment 18
In calling on Simon Peter—and us all—to 

“feed” the whole of God’s flock, the Fourth Gos-
pel may be drawing, once again, on a powerful 
passage from the book of Ezekiel.

It’s a passage that describes God’s care for the 
whole of God’s “flock,” especially those which are 
broken or sick or have been “driven away.” And 
it’s a passage that makes clear that God’s people 
are to share God’s concern for the whole of the 
“flock” and not just for a privileged few.

Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 34:15–16

Comment 19
“I will feed my flock,” says the Lord God to 

the prophet. “I will seek the lost. I will seek the 
excluded. I will seek the broken. I will seek all 
those whom you thought you could ignore, and 
they shall be fed.”

But the passage is about more than a gentle 
caring. The prophet hears God declaring that 
God will “destroy the fat and strong,” those who 
have hoarded God’s blessings for themselves, 
those who have failed to join God in the min-
istry of feeding, in the ministry of caring, in the 
ministry of healing all who are hurting.

Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 34:17–20

Comment 20
God understands what the rich and the 

haughty are like—and God isn’t happy. God isn’t 
happy about those who “have eaten up the good 
pasture” and “drunk of the deep waters,” leaving 
nothing for the rest of the “flock” except what 
has already been “trodden underfoot.”

Instead of healing those who are hurting, the 
rich and the haughty have pushed away the ill 
and the broken. “Go away,” they have said. “May 
you be scattered elsewhere.”



Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 34:21–24

Comment 21
“I’m going to save my flock,” the Lord God 

tells the prophet. “No more shall my lambs and 
my sheep be prey for people who behave in fero-
cious ways.”

And to insure that there is harmony, to in-
sure that there is equality, I will set up “one shep-
herd,” says God, “one shepherd” who can watch 
over all. This shepherd shall “feed them,” says the 
Lord God. This shepherd shall feed them all.

Comment 22
In John 21, we see Simon Peter dragging a 

large, unbroken net from the water. 
Inside the net, one hundred and fifty three 

large and tasty looking fish flip and flop. It’s a 
number that in Peter’s day should have pointed 
his mind and his heart toward God. It’s a number 
that in Peter’s day should have pointed his mind 
and his heart toward the Shepherd who is forever 
in the feeding business.

Comment 23
In John 21, the Shepherd standing beside the 

charcoal fire naturally hopes that Simon’s love for 
the Shepherd will be so strong—and the tangible 
signs of God’s blessing so evident—that Simon 
will now eagerly join the Shepherd in feeding the 
God’s lambs and tending God’s sheep.

But tragically, like all of us sometimes, Simon 
is more willing to be the Shepherd’s casual “friend” 
than the Shepherd’s devoted partner. He’s more 
willing to be the “offspring” of his human father 
than the “son” of God’s Holy Shepherd.

Scripture to Read
Ezekiel 34:25–28

Comment 24
The “sheep” that God’s Shepherd tends—the 

same “sheep” that we and Simon Peter are called 
to tend and feed—God wants them to feed in 
“safety.” God wants them—wants them all—to 

enjoy “showers of blessing” and a “covenant of 
peace.” God wants fragile “lambs” to be deliv-
ered from the hands of all who have exploited 
them, wants “sheep” to enjoy the full “fruits” of 
the earth—so that they shall never again need to 
be afraid.

Is it any wonder, then, that as the Fourth 
Gospel nears its conclusion, it lifts up for us a 
scene in which the risen and ascended Jesus—
the Good Shepherd of the sheep—urges all of us 
to begin living as “children” of the Caring One, 
“children” of the One who is forever upsetting 
the “tables” of the selfish, especially when those 
“tables” are found in God’s holy temple (John 
2:13–16).

Scripture to Read
John 21:18

Comment 25
Jesus addresses Simon Peter. In the King 

James Version, Jesus begins with “Verily, verily.” 
More literally, it’s “Amen and amen.” What fol-
lows is not only a vision of the future. It’s a prayer 
that this vision may be true.

“When you were young,” says Jesus to Simon 
Peter, “you ‘girded’ yourself for action, but your 
‘girding’ was so that you could walk and run—
and even fish and swim—where you wanted. You 
were devoted first and foremost to advancing 
your cause and not God’s cause.

“But the day is coming,” says Jesus, “when 
you will stretch forth your hands, be ‘girded’ by 
another, and be carried along to places where  
you, on your own, wouldn’t have gone.”

For Discussion
In light of the kind of things we’ve seen in 

this Gospel, what might it mean when this verse 
refers to being “girded” by another and then car-
ried along to places where Simon, on his own, 
wouldn’t have otherwise chosen to go?

In what ways, if any, have similar things hap-
pened to us?



Scripture to Read
John 3:6–8

Comment 26
“That which is born of the flesh is flesh,” says 

the Fourth Gospel, “and that which is born of 
the Spirit is spirit.” In other words, we can be like 
“Simon, son of John,” gaining our identity sole-
ly from our earthly heritage. Or we can be born 
anew as authentic children of the Holy Shepherd, 
carried along by a Wind that blows where it wills.

In Jesus’ vision for Simon, as he grows “old-
er”—as he matures in his commitments—he will 
“stretch forth” his hands.

Comment 27
That’s a double-edged image. On the one 

hand, for a Jew like Simon, to “stretch forth” 
one’s hands suggests the posture of prayer. It sug-
gests a posture of devotion. To “stretch forth” 
one’s hands was to connect with the divine.

But to “stretch forth” one’s hands also suggests 
crucifixion. It suggests a wholehearted giving of 
one’s self to a cause. It reflects a commitment 
that endures through disappointment and oppo-
sition, a commitment that is unwavering even in 
the face of persecution and death.

“Right now, you’re a tiny toddler in your 
commitments,” Jesus seems to say. “But as you 
mature, as you move toward adulthood, you will 
be born anew. You will be born of the Spirit, and 
that Spirit will make all things new.”

Scripture to Read
John 21:19

Comment 28
This verse is sometimes read as little more 

than a prediction that Simon Peter would even-
tually be crucified. Although there is no docu-
mented evidence as such, there is a long-standing 
“tradition” that he was indeed crucified.

However, there is more to this verse than that. 
When combined with the verse that precedes it, 
it becomes clear that what Jesus sees in Simon 

Peter is a person who, despite his recent failures, 
will indeed grow in faith, grow in love, grow in 
his unwavering commitment to being led by the 
Spirit. Although he wasn’t quite ready at first to 
“feed” God’s sheep, he will eventually “follow” 
in Jesus’ footsteps—not just for a short while 
but until death comes and does its worst. And 
because of that commitment, because of that 
faithfulness, he will “glorify God.” Through his 
life—and even through his death—he will make 
known to a vast flock of “lambs” both the glory 
of God and the loving Presence of God.

Scripture to Read
John 21:20a

Comment 29
After hearing Jesus’ prayer for him, after be-

ing invited to “follow,” after being assured that, 
despite his past failures, there was a Wind from 
Above that was ready to carry him and ready to 
empower him so that he might live as an authen-
tic offspring of God, Peter turns.

He “turns about,” say some translations. He 
“turns around,” say others.

Comment 30
In the Greek text, it’s the same dramatic verb 

that was used for Mary Magdalene’s turning after 
the risen Jesus spoke her name. It’s a turning in a 
new direction. It’s the making of a new commit-
ment. It’s the establishment of a deeper relation-
ship.

Here—at last—Peter turns. He turns about. 
He turns around. 

It’s a reminder that no matter our past, we 
can head in a new direction—God’s direction, 
feeding the lambs, tending the sheep, safeguard-
ing the flock from all that might harm, all that 
might hurt.

Scripture to Read
John 21:20–21

Comment 31
The disciple whom Jesus loved—“What 



about him?” Simon Peter seems to ask. 
“What about that devoted one who leaned 

on your breast at the last supper, asking who it 
was who would betray you? The one who first 
realized what the amazing catch of fish signified, 
what about that one?”

Scripture to Read
John 21:22

Comment 32
If that disciple “tarries” in me, says Jesus—if 

that disciple “abides”in God’s love until I come 
for him—what is that to you?

Don’t worry about others, Jesus seems to say. 
Don’t worry about those whose abiding began 
before yours. And don’t worry about those who 
might come to me later than you. For what you 
need to do is follow me. You need to follow me 
in the work of the Shepherd. You need to follow 
me in feeding the lambs, tending the sheep, gath-
ering the flock.

The message is directed at Simon. But the 
Fourth Gospel includes it because it is ultimately 
the message that we all need to hear.

Scripture to Read
John 21:23

Comment 33
Judging from comments in some of the epis-

tles, there was an unfortunate misunderstanding 
among some believers in the early years after Je-
sus’ death and resurrection. It was a belief that 
Jesus had promised that those who make their 
spiritual “home” in him would not die. Death 
would never be able to claim them.

So before it closes, the Fourth Gospel uses this 
brief dialogue to address that misunderstanding.

Scripture to Read
John 21:20, 24

Comment 34
“The disciple whom Jesus loved,” says the 

Fourth Gospel, “it is this disciple which testi-

fied”—stated in the past tense—“about the many 
things that are written in this book.”

At first glance, it may sound as if this “be-
loved disciple” physically wrote the book, but 
the emphasis of the verse is about this disciple’s 
“testimony.” And we know, says the person doing 
the writing, that this disciple’s testimony is “true.”

Scripture to Read
John 8:31–32

Comment 35
Many scholars think it likely that the un-

named “disciple whom Jesus loved” is the disci-
ple whose Spirit-led understandings and insights 
shaped a network of faith communities, deliver-
ing a testimony that was so powerful and so trans-
forming that they knew it had to be “true.”

This Gospel has already taught us, of course, 
that “truth” is not just a bland recitation of facts. 
Rather, Truth in the highest sense is what sets us 
free. Truth in the highest sense is what connects 
us with God. And we know—we know in the 
most intimate of ways—says the physical author 
that the testimony of “the disciple whom Jesus 
loved” is a testimony of Truth, for it’s a Testimo-
ny that causes us to be born anew and anew and 
anew.

Scripture to Read
John 21:25

Comment 36
Finally, we are told that “the Word made 

flesh”—the divine Word in which we are called 
to make our home—it was far bigger than any-
thing that could ever be put into a single book. 
God is too big. God is too great.

In fact, muses the physical author, “I suppose 
that even the world itself could not contain the 
books that should be written.”

Comment 37
In 1874, Philip Bliss wrote a hymn that seeks 

to convey a similar spirit about those bountiful, 
beautifully freeing words that we have encoun-



tered in this Gospel:

Sing them over again to me—
wonderful words of Life;
let me more of their beauty see—
wonderful words of Life.
Words of life and beauty
teach me faith and duty:
Beautiful words, wonderful words,
wonderful words of Life;
beautiful words, wonderful words,
wonderful words of Life.

Christ, the blessed One, gives to all
wonderful words of Life;
listen well to the loving call—
wonderful words of Life.
All the wondrous story,
showing us his glory:
Beautiful words, wonderful words,
wonderful words of Life;
beautiful words, wonderful words,
wonderful words of Life.

Sweetly echo the gospel call —
wonderful words of Life;
offer pardon and peace to all—
wonderful words of Life.
Jesus, only Savior,
sanctify forever:
Beautiful words, wonderful words,
wonderful words of Life;
beautiful words, wonderful words,
wonderful words of Life.




