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I. The	Long	Night	of	Failure		(John	21)	
As we have mentioned before, John cleverly uses the concept of weather and day and 
night and light and darkness as metaphorical backdrops for his narratives. In this final 
chapter, we see John once again employ this literary tool.  
Peter says, “Boys, I’m going fishing.” The rest joined him.  
There is a great deal of speculation about the psychological state of these disciples at 
this juncture and their motivation for fishing. Some suggest that they are discouraged 
and depressed and out of despair they return to their former craft. I don’t personally 
think that the disciples, having just seen Jesus risen from the dead and having fully 
conquered the grave, as being depressed.  
Some suggest they are rudderless – they simply don’t know where to go from here. 
They have not yet come to realize they were mentored for three years under Jesus so 
they could now take their ministry to the rest of the world. I think that is a distinct 
possibility.  
In conjunction with their lack of direction and purpose, there is the more practical 
aspect. They needed to eat. They needed to provide for their families. We don’t know 
how their families were provided for during their three years in full-time college, but we 
do know they were taken care of, most logically as a part of the provision package from 
Jesus as they obediently followed him. But now the season of training is over and they 
are thinking they need to somehow resume their duties as providers for their own. So, 
Peter finally decides there is no need to sit around for the rest of his life and just reflect 
on the past, but he needs to get up and get back into the duties of life. He seems to be 
the first one to break the ice and say, “I’m going fishing.” The rest had no better plan, so 
they agreed it was a good and logical thing to do.  
John makes note of the fact they fished all night long and caught nothing. Now we see 
the clever metaphorical connection between the darkness of night and the unfruitful 
fishing expedition.  
We have all been through the long night of struggle and disappointment. We have all 
experienced long, dark seasons when we think our labor is in vain.  
We have all attempted to do what is right and reasonable only to have nothing to show 
for our efforts at the end of our shift. No wonder John notes that the fishermen labored 
unsuccessfully in the night. What is more discouraging than pain without gain? Than 
investment without return? Than sowing without reaping? These professionals not 
fishing for recreation. Their livelihood depended on their success, and they had none. 
They got skunked. They used all their expertise and employed every trick in the book 
and still came up empty. Needless to say, when dawn began to break, they were 
defeated.  
I think most of us here can relate. We have been through situations and circumstances 
in our life when we did our best and came up way too short. We are mocked by a sense 
of failure.  

II. At	the	End	of	the	Night	There	is	a	Breakthrough	
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Remember one thing about nighttime: it is temporary. The struggles of the night are 
temporary. The disappointments of the night are temporary. The darkest hour of the 
darkest night still means daybreak is on its way.  
You are going to have some long nights of struggle you will have to go through. You are 
going to have a few setbacks along the way. You are going to come to a point some 
times in your life you think you have lost your touch. What used to work isn’t working. 
But daybreak is coming. It’s going to get better. Everything is going to work out.  
Weeping may last through the night, but joy comes in the morning.  

A. Hold	on	until	God	takes	over	
If you can just hold out until the sun breaks over the horizon. If you can just beat back 
the demons of nighttime that make you want to curse God and quit, you will make it. But 
you can’t give up. That is the important part of this story, these fishermen fished all 
through the night and didn’t give up. They were still in their boats when the light of the 
morning sun starts illuminating the eastern sky. There in the dim light of early dawn they 
hear a voice calling out to them from shore. “Friends, did you catch any fish.” They 
strain their eyes to focus and barely make out the silhouette of a man.  
“No”, they replied, admitting to their fruitless failure.  
“Throw your nets on the right side of the boat and you will find some,” the stranger 
shouted out. They did and the nets filled up so full they began to break.  
“It’s the Lord” cried Peter, and he jumped into the water prepared to swim the last 100 
yard to shore. Let’s pause for a little bit of information for clarity. The Bible says Peter 
put his outer garment on before he jumped in the water because he had taken his 
clothes off. The Greek word there (translated “naked” in the KJV) is gymnos (yemnos) 
from which we get our English word gymnasium. The ancient Greeks had building 
where athletes trained and they customarily trained in the nude.  The word gymnos 
became a word describing a state of being disrobed. But the Jewish culture was 
offended by this practice and resisted this aspect of Greek culture encroaching on their 
culture. The Jews would have considered it morally compromising to be nude in public. 
So when it is said the Peter was “naked” (gymnos), it must be understood within the 
context of Jewish culture that he had removed as much clothing as possible without 
being left totally nude.  
Now, back to the story. Have you ever noticed in John’s gospel that the fisherman never 
have any success without Jesus’s help? John was intentional in the way he put his 
gospel account together. There was a subtle message in John’s gospel that the 
disciples needed Jesus. They would be failures without him. Have you yet come to the 
same conclusion? Have you discovered that you will accomplish nothing of significant 
value without Jesus?  
Peter throws on his outer robe and jumps in the water. The extra clothing would weigh 
him down, But Peter is presenting himself before Jesus. He may have been dressed 
appropriately for fishing with a bunch of blue collar men on a boat in the middle of the 
water in the dark of night, but he as going before Jesus. In Peter’s mind, he knew 
appearing before Jesus was totally different from stripping down to bare essentials so 
he could cast nets all night. He was going before Jesus. There was something about 
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Peter having basic respect for being in the presence of Jesus. We cannot lose our 
respect for God. It is not just about what kind of clothing we wear, but it is about how we 
present ourselves before God. If we have respect for God, we put him in a place of 
honor higher than anything or anybody else. When we lose our respect for God, we lose 
our fellowship with Him. He is worthy of honor. Never forget that.  

III. At	The	End	of	the	Night,	There	is	Restoration	
After a long, laborious, frustrating night, the disciples finally make it to daybreak. As the 
morning light illuminates the lake they discover Jesus there waiting for them. In his 
matchless style of mercy and grace he takes pity on the weary fishermen and grants 
them a miraculous catch, then they bring the boat in.  
They may not have had much success along the way, but in the end they had success. 
They couldn’t measure their success every hour of the night, for it all came with the last 
cast of the net. But they were faithful and they were obedient. Faithfulness and 
obedience to God turns what seems to be complete failure into sudden fruitfulness. It 
doesn’t matter if it comes in small doses along the way or in one huge act at the end. 
What matters is faithfulness and obedience.  
The bring the boat to shore and find Jesus there by a charcoal fire.  
Curiously, John notes that the net had 153 fish. Predictably, this has given rise to a 
number of strange theories trying to explain why John included that information and why 
the specific number 153. Let me begin by saying that weirdness is the offspring of 
speculation. 4th/5th century theologian Augustine attempted to acribe significance to the 
number 153 by observing if you add every number together from 1 through 17, you get 
153. Modern day theologians Hoskins, Davey, and Smith keyed off of Augustine’s 
theory and suggested if you could starting at the pinnacle with the number 1, then 
placing two ones on the level below, then three ones below that ending at the last row 
with seventeen ones, the sum of all rows adding up to 153, but also forming a perfect, 
symmetrical equilateral pyramid. The pyramid was supposedly supposed to somehow 
tie into the number three representing God, (as in the Trinity). Please don’t get involved 
in numerology from scriptures. This is mystical, and confusing and inconclusive. That is 
why I say weirdness is the offspring of speculation. Some get a big kick out of being 
mysterious and mystical, but it is nothing but nonsense and puts you on a fool’s errand. 
John mentioned 153 because he was there and they counted and it stuck in his mind. It 
was a part of the details that few people knew, but he set it forth as further proof of his 
eye witness to the account. Back to the story.  
This chapter seems somewhat out of place here at the end of the gospel of John. The 
end of the gospel seemed to happen in the last verse of the previous chapter where 
John summarizes the purpose of writing his gospel.  
“That you might believe that Jesus is the Christ and that by believing you might have life though 
his name.”  

That would be a clean, convenient, logical end to John’s gospel account, then suddenly 
we are taken to this story where Jesus appears to the disciples on the shores of the Sea 
of Galilee.  
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We are forced to question why this addendum is thrown in. But there is a logical 
explanation for John including this last scene.  
If the story ended with the 20th chapter, we don’t have the story of Peter’s restoration. 
He is left as a fearful cowering traitor. He boasted great things about his faithfulness 
and commitment but he failed. But in this chapter is the story of Peter’s re-instatement.  
Coming ashore they find Christ standing next to a charcoal fire. It was back outside the 
palace of the high priest where Peter stood around a charcoal fire, warming himself but 
fearing for his life. It was there he was repeatedly accused of being a follower of Jesus, 
but he cursed and swore and emphatically denied he knew Christ. Then the rooster 
crowed, and Peter knew he had failed miserably. He had deserted his Lord in the most 
crucial time. He should have gone to the cross with him. He should have died beside 
him. He should have never deserted him. But he failed.  
And here again Peter finds himself standing around a charcoal fire, this time where 
Jesus has a meal prepared, the fish broiling above the hot, crackling coals. But this was 
in daylight, not the darkness of night, and Jesus reaches out to Peter and says, “Come 
and dine”.  
Jesus takes the bread and the fish and serves them. They had seen him take fish and 
bread and feed thousands. But this was a private meal, by invitation only. Bread and 
fish just for them, fresh off the fire, prepared by the Master Chef.  
And when they had finished eating, Jesus turns to Peter and says, “Simon Peter, do you 
love me more than these?”  
It is unfortunate that we do not clearly understand what “more than these” means.  
Does it mean “Do you love me more than you love these disciples?” 
Does it mean “Do you love me more than you love these things, e.g. fishing, food, the 
things of the world?”  
Does it mean “Do you love me more than these disciples love me?”  
The third meaning is the most logical, but the fact that it is a bit murky has once again 
led to endless speculation. The bottom line is that no matter what Christ may have been 
referring to, Peter’s love and devotion was being tested and that doesn’t change.  
This happened three times.  “Do you love me more than these?” Followed by a 
command, “Feed my sheep.”  
The first time, Peter gives a response like, “Well, of course I do! What kind of question is 
that?” 
But by the third time, Peter is grieved that Jesus feels like he has to keep asking the 
question. Just like it would affect us today, when the issue is pressed, we begin to 
understand the seriousness of the question. We understand the questioner may be 
expressing some doubt or looking for more than a flippant answer.  
What we must not do with this verse is the thing that has probably been done more 
times than we can even imagine. It has to do with trying to make a case out of the 
Greek words. Many of you who have been around church for a while have probably 
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heard someone tell you about the use of two Greek words in this passage: Phileo and 
Agape. Supposedly Phileo denotes brotherly love and Agape denotes deeper personal 
love. The case has often been made that Jesus says “Do you love me with a deep 
personal agape love” and Peter replies, “I love you like a friend, with a Phileo love”. And 
endless numbers of sermons have been built around this. But highly respected 
theologian D.A. Carson wrote a book called Exegetical Fallacies and addressed this 
issue in his book. The fact is, Phileo and Agape are used interchangeably throughout 
John’s gospel and are used interchangeably here. Peter is not upset because Jesus 
says “Do you love me with a deep personal love” two times, then the third time decides 
to use Peter’s word “Phileo”. The grief Peter felt had nothing to do with the 
interchangeable words. The grief Peter felt had to do with Jesus pressing the issue. The 
grief Peter felt had to do with Peter’s stinging guilt of having denied Jesus three times. 
The grief Peter felt was telling Jesus repeatedly that he loved him, but remembering he 
had recently angrily denied him. The grief Peter felt as his own failure, his inability to live 
up to his own expectations. The grief Peter felt was the sudden realization that when 
Peter vowed he would never deny Jesus, Jesus knew his heart better than Peter did. 
The grief Peter felt was when Jesus kept asking him if he loved him was that Jesus 
again knew his heart better than He did. There was a sudden awakening in Peter that 
he could not possibly know himself as well as Jesus knew him. Peter came to a point of 
surrender. “You know, Lord. Maybe I just think I know. But I know that you know.”  
Maybe Peter was bracing himself for another revelation of a future failure. But Jesus 
kept telling him, “If you truly love me, just feed my sheep.” Then the third time, Jesus 
reveals something to Peter. He revealed that Peter would have to suffer as a martyr at 
the end. He would die a violent death.  
Peter does this strange thing. He asks, “Well, what about John? What is going to 
happen to him?”  
Jesus says, “It is none of your business what will happen to John. We are talking about 
you.”  
Comparison is a tool the enemy uses to defeat you. It doesn’t matter what God is doing 
in and through somebody else. Do you love Him and are you willing to pay any price to 
serve Him?  
So, we have the heart-touching account of Peter’s restoration, his re-instatement. The 
man who deserted Jesus found forgiveness and restoration. Jesus placed his 
confidence in Peter that he would faithfully tend to the flock. That is the story of grace 
and redemption. We don’t deserve God’s love and forgiveness, but he offers it anyway. 
No matter how we have failed and doubted and struggled, the fire is lit, the food is 
prepared and the Master invites you, “Come and dine!” Won’t you come? 


