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FOLLOW ME 

JOHN 21:1-19 

Let us pray: Loving God, as you opened the tomb and raised Jesus to new 
life, so open our hearts and minds by the power of your Holy Spirit that as 
your Word is proclaimed, we may hear with joy what you say to us today, 
and in confidence go forth to live what you show us. We ask it in Jesus' 
name. Amen. 

How does the Risen Lord Jesus open our eyes today so that we 
may become fishermen--fishers of people--and ambassadors of the 
Gospel of Christ? When life gets difficult, when we become lost, 
confused, and afraid, when the changes of life are not what we wanted 
or think we deserve, we tend to run away.  

We try to go back to the way it was before — to something safe, 
something familiar. Often, we revert to old patterns of behavior and 
thinking. Even when we know better and do not want to go backwards it 
seems easier than moving forward. 

This morning I want us to look at the event where Jesus appears to 
the disciples for the third time and confronts Peter with a fireside chat. 
Peter and six others have returned to the sea. They have left Jerusalem. 
They have come home to the Sea of Tiberias, the place where it all began. 

Discipleship, the upper room, the cross, the empty tomb, the house 
with its locked doors are some 80 miles to the South. Peter decides to go 
fishing. He knows how to do that. It is familiar and comfortable. Perhaps it 
takes him back to life before Jesus. The others are quick to join him. 

Peter is not really trying to catch fish as much as he is fishing for 
answers. We can leave the places and even the people of our life, but we 
can never escape ourselves or our life. Wherever you go, there you are. 

Peter may have left Jerusalem, but he cannot get away from three 
years of discipleship, the last supper, the arrest, a charcoal fire, denials, a 
crowing rooster. He cannot leave behind the cross, the empty tomb, the 
house with his doors locked tight, the echoes of "Peace be with you." So, 
he fishes. 

Peter fishes for answers. What have I done? What were those three 
years about? Who was Jesus? Where is he? Who am I? What will I do 
now? Where will I go? What will happen to me? Peter is searching for 
meaning, a way forward, a place in life. Peter is dark night fishing. 
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First off, the Sea of Tiberias was where Jesus fed the 5,000 with five 
barley loaves and two fish. So, Peter, Thomas and friends go back to their 
old stomping grounds and doing what they knew best...fishing. Fishing for 
fish after they had seen the risen Lord twice.  

Didn't Jesus teach them to fish for people? How could they act as if 
the resurrection had never happened? "So, they went out and got into the 
boat, but that night they caught nothing. Early in the morning, Jesus stood 
on the shore, but the disciples did not realize that it was Jesus." Then it 
says in vs. 5, 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 fishes." Why the right side? And 
didn't the same event happen in the beginning of Jesus' ministry when he 
saw the men fishing? 

Immediately, Peter puts on some clothes, for he was naked and 
jumps into the water and wades to shore, leaving the others and the net 
full of fish. Why does our writer say Peter was naked? Was it a reference to 
Adam and Eve who were naked and innocent before they disobeyed God?  

And then they sewed fig leaves together to cover themselves. Was 
Peter covering himself because of his guilt over denying his Lord three 
times? Strange what we do when we feel guilty. 

And the charcoal fire — Peter had to remember it was around a fire in 
the courtyard of the High Priest's house when he denied ever knowing 
Jesus. But now, Peter, in the presence of his risen Lord, finds amazing 
strength to haul ashore the net full of fish that all those with him could not 
drag ashore. 

 Now notice the similarities here between Peter's first calling to follow 
Jesus and this account. Both occurred on the Sea of Galilee, both times 
Peter couldn't catch a thing, both times Jesus told him to throw his nets 
into the water and both times there is a miraculous catch. Sometimes when 
you have fallen, it's good to go back to where it all began. 
 

When a couple is having difficulty in their marriage, they often 
return to where they spent their honeymoon to remind them of what they 
had and to act as a starting point once more. Here Jesus is going to offer 
Peter another starting point, a second chance to make things right. 

Now Jesus invites them all to have breakfast. The disciples didn't dare 
ask, "Who are you?" Somehow, they knew. Had they connected all the prior 
events when Jesus was with them and knew it had to be him? Then Jesus 
served them bread and fish, just as he had to the 5,000 earlier in that 
same region. 
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So, after a meal together, Jesus turns to Peter. And in full view of all 
the other disciples, Jesus confronts Peter. Peter was full of doubts 
concerning where he now stood with his Master. I suspect he feared the 
day when Christ might say something like, "Peter, why did you deny Me?" 

Yet our Lord had too much compassion to push the knife of guilt 
any deeper into Peter's heart. Rather, His goal was to remove Peter's 
guilt, to perform deep soul-surgery and effectively cut out the ache from 
Peter's heart. Notice the name change here. Jesus doesn't refer to Peter 
as Peter "the Rock", simply as Simon. 

The title of Peter no longer fits. A rock is strong and above all 
dependable, and Peter had been anything but dependable. "Simon son of 
John, do you truly love me more than these?" More than what? More than 
the fish? Peter responds, "Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.  

 
Jesus asks Peter three times if he loves him. Was that to wipe out the 

sin of Peter's three denials? Jesus does not berate Peter. He does not ask 
for an apology. Neither does he make us feel worse when we abandon him, 
or deny him, or backslide. 

How does Jesus handle it? He gets a commitment of love from Peter 
and then he gives him a mission — tend my sheep. If Peter was to 
become a leader in the early Church, he would have to remember always 
that alone without his risen Lord he could do nothing. With his risen Lord he 
could do wonders. 

The same is true for us. Jesus never leaves us alone in our trauma, 
our backsliding, our doubts or depressions. He waits at the table for us to 
come and be strengthened by his body and blood. He has given us a 
mission - take care of his people. 

 
We do it not out of obligation or guilt or fear of losing heaven. We 

serve others because we love Jesus. What Jesus asks of those who love him 
is that we go all the way to the end with him. For Peter, that meant 
martyrdom. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German Lutheran pastor, and theologian has 
said, there is no cheap grace. We can't just hear about Jesus and sit on it. 
We can't just go back to fishing for fish. We can't just dabble at 
Christianity. Jesus isn't a little cream to be poured in our coffee. 

But for those who surrender their hearts to the risen Jesus, life will 
change drastically for the better. Life with the risen Lord is costly but 
eternal. It is resurrection life right here, right now. What could be better 
than that? 

Often, we underestimate just how strong our faith is. We have all 
thought a time or two that if I went through a tragedy, I couldn't handle 
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it...yet when the time comes you realize that your faith was stronger than 
you had thought. But at the same time, we often overestimate our strength 
and our need for others and for the strength of God's Spirit. 

Peter was sure that he would never do what he did. And many of 
us make the claim that we would never find ourselves in the sins that 
others commit. But we never know. That is why we should always be 
vigilant, always on guard. 

David never thought he would commit adultery, Solomon never 
thought he would get caught up in idolatry, and Peter never thought that he 
would deny even knowing Jesus Christ. That's why 1 Corinthians 10:12 
says, "If you think you are strong, you should be careful not to fall." 

Peter was overconfident. But Peter learned that he wasn't as strong 
as he thought, and because of his mistake made, Peter was humbled and 
became honest about his spiritual condition. We have all spent time dark 
night fishing; asking the same questions as Peter, looking for our place in 
life, seeking peace, and some sense of understanding and meaning. 

 We have all been there, fishing for answers in the darkness. "Children, 
you have no fish, have you," Jesus says. This is more a statement of fact 
than a question. Jesus is not asking for a fishing report. He is commenting 
on the reality and emptiness of Peter's and the other disciples' lives. Peter 
is living in the pain and the past of Good Friday. 
 

He is fishing on the Good Friday side of the boat and the net is empty. 
There are no fish, no answers, no way forward. The nets of dark night 
fishing contain nothing to feed or nourish life. I wonder if we have been 
fishing on the wrong side of the boat. 

Jesus seems to think so. "Cast your net to the right side of the boat, 
Jesus says, the resurrection side of the boat. This movement of the net 
from one side of the boat to the other symbolizes the disciples' 
resurrection. It is the great Passover. Jesus calls us to move out of error 
into truth, out of sin into righteousness, out of death into life.  

In so doing we see and proclaim, "It is the Lord," and emptiness 
gives way to the abundance of a net full of fish, large ones, a hundred fifty-
three of them; darkness dawns a new day with new light; a new charcoal 
fire kindles hospitality in place of the cold ashes of rejection; 

 The last supper has become the first breakfast; confessions of love 
overcome denials of fear. Dark night fishing is over. This is Easter. Good 
Friday is real. Pain, death, sin is a reality of life. But the greater and final 
reality is Easter resurrection.  
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 "Follow me," Jesus says, "and live as resurrected people. Do you love 
me? Follow me, and fish in a different place. Paul opened our eyes to the 
wonder of life in Christ. "Follow me" is the invitation to examine where we 
have been fishing. On which side of the boat do we fish? On which side of 
the cross do we live? Good Friday or Easter resurrection. Amen. 

Let us pray: Gracious God, we confess that often we are tempted as Simon 
Peter was to retreat from what we know we must do. Give us the courage 
to answer again your call to be your people in this time and in the places 
where we are. Help us to hear and respond when you say, "Follow Me. 
"Amen. 


