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context
Chapter	twenty-one	challenges	people	to	think	about	the	meaning	of	the	
Risen	Lord	for	their	own	lives.	Because	20:30-31	states	that	purpose	of	the	
Gospel	so	clearly,	many	scholars	call	chapter	twenty-one	an	appendix	or	
epilogue.	They	do	not	see	the	chapter	as	an	integral	part	of	the	Gospel	but	
as	a	somewhat	unnecessary	addition.	Careful	consideration	of	the	chapter,	
however,	shows	that	it	not	only	adds	information	to	the	resurrection	story	
but	also	begins	the	ongoing	narrative	of	disciples	living	in	faith.	In	a	nutshell,	
the	chapter	describes	the	end	of	Jesus’	personal	ministry	and	the	beginning	
of	His	ministry	in,	with,	and	through	His	disciples.	The	editorial	comments	
(21:23-25)	link	Jesus’	words	with	immediate	concerns	of	the	first	readers	of	
the	Gospel.

Literary	analysis	breaks	the	chapter	into	four	major	divisions.	First,	Jesus	
appears	to	seven	disciples	in	Galilee	at	Lake	Tiberias	(21:1-14).	Then	Jesus	
shows	special	concern	for	Peter	(21:15-19),	there	is	special	concern	about	a	
rumor	(21:20-23)	and	finally	a	concluding	testimonial	(21:24-25).

Jesus AppeArs to seVen dIscIpLes – John 21:1-14
Simon	Peter,	Thomas,	Nathanael	and	four	other	disciples	surprise	us	by	
going	fishing	despite	the	events	of	Easter.	No	other	Gospel	describes	this	
post-Easter	event	that	in	some	ways	is	similar	to	the	miracle	described	
in	Luke	5:1-11.	The	action	seems	inane.	After	seeing	and	even	touching	
the	risen	Lord,	why	would	they	go	fishing?	Because	their	action	seems	
incongruous	with	the	blessing	of	Jesus	(20:19-23),	the	whole	chapter	gets	
called	an	(awkward)	appendix.	Perhaps	that	literary	judgment	rests	on	some	
preconceptions	that	Easter	disciples	should	function	like	our	ordained	clergy	
or	commissioned	missionaries.	They	may	serve	more	like	dedicated	lay	
people	working	in	the	world.

Furthermore,	the	story	is	not	easy	to	reconcile	with	the	Great	Commission	
directive	at	the	end	of	Matthew’s	Gospel	(Matthew	28:16-20)	or	the	faithful	

“May the hyperbole express our prayer. May the greatness 
of Jesus fill our lives with so much peace and love, that 
even the whole world would not have room for it all.”
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waiting	described	at	the	end	of	Luke’s	Gospel	(Luke	
24:52).	Nevertheless,	the	action	portrays	an	ordinary	
response	to	an	extraordinary	event.	Even	today,	Christians	
return,	with	extraordinary	faithfulness,	to	the	ordinary	
activities	of	life	after	attending	Easter	services.	The	
action	of	the	seven	disciples	reminds	us	that	even	after	
personally	experiencing	the	glory	of	Easter	life	becomes	
ordinary.	That	truth	can	be	applied	in	a	number	of	ways	to	
our	lives.	For	example,	plans	for	an	extraordinary	wedding	
service	must	be	followed	with	a	lifetime	of	living	in	love.	
Getting	a	surprisingly	good	job	must	be	followed	by	
responsible	daily	work.	The	miracle	of	birth	is	followed	by	
regular	responsibilities.	Using	Transfiguration	terminology	
(Matthew	17:1-9),	we	do	not	live	on	“the	mountain	top.”

The	story	reminds	us,	however,	that	the	living	Lord	does	
not	let	His	Easter	people	live	without	His	presence.	The	
seven	disciples	fish	for	fish	but	Jesus	fishes	for	disciples	
(21:5).	I	find	an	element	of	grace	here.	The	risen	Lord	
stands	on	the	edge	of	the	lake	-	or	edge	of	our	daily	
concerns	and	activities-and	seeks	to	make	contact.	The	
risen	Lord	comes	to	people	not	only	isolated	in	fear	
(20:19),	but	also	caught	in	the	struggle	for	necessary	food.	
Furthermore,	He	is	present	before	the	disciples	recognize	
Him.	The	comment	that	the	disciples	did	not	realize	that	it	
was	Jesus	standing	on	the	shore	(21:4)	tells	unbelieving	
skeptics	that	the	appearances	of	Jesus	do	not	result	from	
wishful	thinking.	His	presence	does	not	depend	on	the	
emotions,	faith	or	even	awareness	of	disciples.	He	is	there	
because	He	is	there.	His	words	create	awareness	of	His	
presence.	The	story	wonderfully	portrays	the	reality	of	
Jesus’	ongoing	Easter	presence.

In	the	story,	Peter	acts	with	typical	directness.	Almost	
comically,	he	jumps	into	the	water	and	lets	the	other	
disciples	tow	the	boat	to	shore	(21:7-8).	Then	he	climbs	
back	into	the	boat	to	get	the	fish	(21:11).	Three	details	
may	have	symbolic	meaning.	The	“fire	of	burning	coals”	
(21:9)	is	the	same	expression	(in	Greek)	used	to	describe	
the	setting	in	which	Peter	denied	Jesus	(18:18).	The	detail	
reminds	us	(and	perhaps	Peter)	of	Peter’s	sin.	People	
have	also	wondered	why	the	exact	number	of	fish	is	
recorded	(21:11).	There	is	evidence	that	Jewish	people	
believed	there	were	153	species	of	fish	and	therefore	
some	scholars	think	the	“complete	catch”	points	to	God’s	
love	for	the	“whole	world.”	I	like	that	symbolism	but	wonder	

if	it	is	reasonable.	The	suggestion	that	appeals	to	me	is	
that	as,	with	Jesus’	help,	they	catch	a	large	number	of	fish,	
so	they	will	“catch	large	numbers	as	‘fishers	for	people.”’

The	most	important	symbolism	may	be	found	in	the	meal	
when	Jesus	“took	bread	and	gave	it	to	them	and	did	the	
same	with	the	fish.”	The	word	reminds	us	of	the	feeding	
of	the	five	thousand	(6:11)	which	was	followed	by	Jesus’	
Bread	of	Life	discourse	(6:25-58).	It	also	sounds,	in	part,	
like	an	echo	of	Jesus’	actions	at	the	Last	Supper	(Matthew	
26:26,	Mark	14:22,	Luke	22:19).	Furthermore,	in	the	
early	church,	in	the	art	in	the	catacombs,	bread	and	fish	
symbolized	the	Sacrament	of	the	Altar.	It	is	reasonable,	
therefore,	to	think	that	John	reports	the	detail	in	a	way	
that	reminds	disciples	of	Jesus’	sacramental	presence	in	
the	Eucharist.	Again,	the	interpretation	is	unprovable	but	
reminds	us	that	we	too	experience	the	presence	of	Christ	
when	we	hear	the	Eucharist	words,	“Take	and	eat.”

In	review,	the	first	unit	of	chapter	twenty-one	gives	
the	third	witness	of	the	reality	of	the	resurrection	of	
Jesus.	As	such,	it	adds	credibility	for	believing	on	Jesus	
(Deuteronomy	19:15).	The	unexpected	appearance	
proves	that	the	resurrection	is	not	wishful	fantasy.	Equally	
important,	it	sets	the	stage	for	Jesus’	dramatic	encounter	
with	Peter.

Jesus confronts peter – John 21:15-19
After	the	meal,	Jesus	asks	Simon	Peter	a	pointed	question	
three	times	(21:15,	16,	17).	The	repetition	must	have	
reminded	Peter	of	the	three	times	that	he	had	denied	
knowing	(“loving”)	Jesus	(18:17,	25,	27).	In	my	opinion,	
Jesus’	questions	have	added	impact	because	John’s	
Gospel	(18:27)	did	not	report	Peter’s	weeping	contrition	
(Matthew	26:75,	Mark	14:72,	Luke	22:62).

Two	parts	of	the	questions	are	unclear	and	deserve	
comment.	When	Jesus	asks	if	Peter	loves	Him	more	than	
“these,”	what	is	the	antecedent	of	“these?”	Does	He	ask	if	
Peter	loves	Him	more	than	these	(other	disciples,	as	his	
companions),	more	than	these	(other	disciples	love	Him),	
or	more	that	these	(fish,	his	vocation)?	Speculate	on	the	
antecedent.	I	personally	think	that	the	question	asks	if	
Peter	does	indeed	love	Jesus	more	than	the	other	disciples	
do.	Accordingly,	Jesus’	words	point	back	to	Peter’s	
(apparent)	opinion	that	he	is	an	extraordinary	disciple	—	
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a	bit	better	than	the	others	(18:10,	Matthew	26:33,	35,	
Mark	14:31).	But	perhaps	the	question	stands	deliberately	
ambiguous	because	we,	like	Peter,	need	to	ask	if	we	love	
friends,	or	vocation	more	than	the	risen	Lord.

The	second	issue	presented	by	Jesus’	question	deals	
with	different	Greek	words	translated	“love.”	It	probably	
involves	only	John’s	telling	of	the	story	because	Jesus,	
speaking	in	Aramaic,	would	have	used	the	same	word,	as	
does	the	United	Bible	Societies	modern	(1979)	Hebrew	
translation.	Many	Christians	today	know	the	difference	
between	the	two	Greek	words.	Sermons	and	Bible	studies	
often	explain	the	distinction	as	“agape”	meaning	“unselfish	
love”	(totally	giving	love)	and	“filia”	meaning	“friendship”	
(give	and	take	love).	In	the	first	two	questions	(21:15	and	
16),	John	reports	Jesus	using	the	verb	for	“unselfish	love”	
but	Peter	responds	with	the	verb	meaning	“friendship	
love.”	The	third	time	(21:17),	Jesus	also	speaks	of	
“friendship	love.”

The	problem	exists	because	John’s	Gospel	in	other	places	
does	not	preserve	the	“classical”	distinction	between	
“agape”	and	“filia.”	Rather	they	are	used	synonymously.	
For	example,	John	3:35	and	5:20	state	the	same	truth	
but	use	the	verbs	for	“agape”	and	“filia”	respectively.	If	
the	words	are	synonymous	in	21:15-17,	Jesus	asks	and	
Peter	responds	about	the	same	level	of	love.	The	third	
question	accordingly	hurts	Peter’s	feelings	because	Jesus	
asks	a	third	time	suggesting	that	He	is	skeptical.	On	the	
other	hand,	if	the	“classic”	distinction	holds,	Jesus	twice	
asks	about	“ideal	love”	and	Peter	admits	his	love	is	only	
“friendship.”	The	third	question	thus	hurts	Peter’s	feelings	
because	Jesus	questions	even	his	“friendship.”

Most	translations	consider	the	terms	synonymous	although	
The Living Bible	and	a	translation	into	English	by	E.J.	
Goodspeed	preserve	the	distinction.	Spanish	translations,	
on	the	other	hand,	use	the	verbs	“amar”	and	“querer”	to	
note	the	distinction.

For	readers	who	want	to	complicate	the	problem	further,	
the	Greek	also	uses	different	words	in	Peter’s	response	
translated	“you	know	(21:15,	16,	17).”	The	words	could	
be	used	as	synonyms	or	could	refer	to	“head	knowledge”	
versus	“heart	knowledge.”	If	there	is	a	distinction,	then	
Peter’s	first	two	responses	(humbly?)	attribute	to	Jesus	

only	“head	knowledge”	of	Peter’s	friendship	(because	
he	did	not	act	like	a	friend	in	a	time	of	crisis).	The	third	
response	(21:17)	rises	to	claim	that	Jesus	also	has	“heart	
knowledge”	of	Peter’s	love.

In	summary	of	the	complicated	problem	—	a	Greek	teacher’s	
delight!	—	the	repetition	may	simply	use	synonyms	in	
reminding	and	forgiving	Peter	of	his	threefold	denial	with	a	
threefold	confession	of	love.	Or	the	vocabulary	changes	may	
subtly	probe	the	depth	of	Peter’s	love.

In	application,	let	Jesus’	questions	address	you.	What	
is	your	response?	Like	Peter,	remember	ways	in	which	
you	have	denied	knowledge	of	the	Lord.	Receive	His	
questions	as	loving	awareness	of	your	shortcomings	
but	also	as	invitations	to	recommit	your	life	to	Him.	The	
Good	Shepherd	has	work	for	Peter	to	do	(21:15,	16,	17).	
Whatever	our	past	sins	or	failures,	the	Good	Shepherd	
addresses	us	with	equal	opportunities.

The	final	verse	of	the	section	(21:18)	tells	Peter	what	it	
will	mean	to	feed	Jesus’	flock.	The	saying,	like	a	popular	
proverb,	on	the	surface	talks	about	growing	old.	The	
meaning	is	similar	to	the	truths	of	Ecclesiastes	12:1-2.	
Peter,	like	ordinary	young	people,	acted	independently	
when	young	but	will	require	help	when	he	is	old.	Using	
the	proverb,	Jesus	tells	Peter	that	in	feeding	the	Christian	
flock	he	must	surrender	his	will	to	the	will	of	Jesus	and	
the	Father.	No	longer	will	he,	with	independent	vigor,	do	
things	like	refusing	foot	washing	(13:8),	cutting	off	ears	
(18:10),	or	denying	Jesus	to	save	his	own	life	(18:17,	
25-26).	But	the	inspired	writer	helps	us	understand	the	
irony	in	the	words	(21:19).	The	words	point	to	a	martyr’s	
death	for	Peter	and	remind	us	of	early	church	traditions	
that	he	died	crucified	head	down.	Young	impetuous	Peter	
took	care	of	himself.	Peter,	a	shepherd	of	Jesus’	sheep,	
must	accept	the	way	of	life	of	the	Good	Shepherd	(10:11,	
15).	Following	Jesus	means	facing	human	hate	(15:18-25,	
16:2).	Peter	hears	a	call	to	love	as	Jesus	has	loved	(13:34,	
15:12-13).

The	lesson	applies	to	all	of	us.	“Doing	our	own	thing”	
contradicts	the	Christian	ideal	of	love	for	others.	Serving	
Christ	means	surrendering	our	will	to	His	and	knowing	
that,	like	Him,	we	will	suffer	for	our	love.	We	must	each	
answer	Jesus’	question,	“Do	you	love	me?”	We	are	all	
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reminded	of	Jesus’	call	for	discipleship	in	the	Farewell	
Discourses	(John	14-17).

the rumor – John 21:20-23
The	next	section	shows	how	Peter’s	curiosity	created	
problems.	Faced	with	being	“led	where	he	does	not	want	
to	go	(21:18),”	Peter	—	with	typical	curiosity	(20:6-7)	—	
wants	to	know	the	fate	of	the	beloved	disciple.	In	essence,	
Jesus	tells	him	that	it	is	none	of	his	business.

Because	the	first	part	of	Jesus’	response	to	Peter	(21:22)	
was	misunderstood	and	a	rumor	spread	through	the	
Christian	community,	people	believed	that	the	beloved	
disciple	would	live	until	Jesus	second	coming	(21:23).	
The	false	rumor	may	have	gained	credibility	if	John,	the	
son	of	Zebedee,	was	that	disciple	and	if	the	traditions	are	
true	that	he	was	the	only	member	of	the	Twelve	to	die	a	
natural	death.	People	saw	his	survival	as	confirmation	of	
the	report.

The	important	question	here	is,	why	does	the	Gospel	of	
John	go	out	of	the	way	to	refute	the	rumor?	Since	the	next	
verses	(21:24-25)	refer	to	the	author	in	the	third	person	
(“he	testifies…he	wrote…his	testimony”),	the	beloved	
disciple	may	have	died	before	people	read	the	Gospel.	
If	so,	the	Gospel	refutes	a	rumor	which	undercuts	Jesus’	
knowledge	or	ability	to	keep	a	“promise.”

Peter’s	curiosity	points	to	a	sad	phenomena	that	
frequently	plagues	the	church.	For	example,	Christians	
become	curious	of	what	others	are	doing	and	wonder	
how	much	they	are	getting	paid	for	doing	it.	What	begins	
as	curiosity	can	grow	into	jealousy.	Jealousy	between	
members	or	between	pastor	and	lay	people	hurts	so	many	
congregations.	A	congregation	sometimes	resents	the	
success	of	another	congregation.

The	verses	also	give	very	practical	evidence	that	when	
Jesus	speaks	even	Christians	must	listen	carefully.	The	
rumor	is	an	example	of	idle	speculation	that	often	hurts	
Christian	witness.	Rumors	within	a	congregation	hurt	
reputations	and	create	resentment.	Christians	sometimes	
argue	about	rumors	of	doctrinal	differences	but	yet	ignore	
simple	truths	calling	for	love.	As	another	example,	several	
times	a	rumor	has	spread	among	Christians	that	a	famous	
atheist	was	lobbying	for	political	leaders	in	the	United	

States	to	limit	religious	freedom.	Christians	looked	foolish	
as	they	wrote	thousands	of	letters	to	government	officials	
until	church	leaders	informed	them	that	the	rumor	was	
false.	Vigilance,	of	course,	is	not	a	fault	but	passing	on	
rumors	is	also	not	a	virtue.

the edItorIAL comments – John 21:24-25
Interpretation	of	the	last	two	verses	of	the	Gospel	grapples	
with	understanding	them	literally	or	figuratively.	Most	
translations	render	them	literally	which	makes	the	final	
verses	a	testimony	to	the	ongoing	ministry	of	Jesus.	Four	
generations,	so	to	speak,	appear	in	the	last	verses.	Jesus	
acted	(21:25),	the	beloved	disciple	wrote	them	down	
(21:24a),	and	someone	else	confirms	the	testimony	and	
passes	it	on	(21:24b).	Before	our	very	eyes,	the	power	of	
Jesus’	prayer	unfolds.	Although	Jesus	has	returned	to	the	
Father,	people	have	opportunity	to	believe	in	Him	through	
the	message	of	His	disciples	(17:20).

On	the	other	hard,	The Living Bible	interprets	John	21:24	
figuratively	and	paraphrases	it,	“I	am	that	disciple.	I	
saw	these	events	and	have	recorded	them.	And	we	all	
know	that	my	account	of	these	things	is	accurate.”	Such	
an	interpretation	shows	a	faithful	disciple	in	action	and	
provides	a	model	for	all	of	us.	We,	too,	must	testify	to	what	
we	have	seen	and	believe.

The	last	verse	reads	as	a	ironic	doxology.	It	is	a	doxology	
because	it	expresses	the	greatness	of	Jesus.	It	is	ironic	
because	the	Gospel	began	with	the	Word	holding	creation	
(1:1-2),	and	ends	with	creation	unable	to	hold	all	the	words	
that	could	be	written	about	that	Word!

May	the	hyperbole	express	our	prayer.	May	the	greatness	
of	Jesus	fill	our	lives	with	so	much	peace	and	love,	that	
even	the	whole	world	would	not	have	room	for	it	all.




