A Breakfast Talk John 21
Trinity CRC, May 4, 2025 AM Rev. Richard J. deLange
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Intro: Today we come to the final chapter of the book of John and complete
this sermon series. Pastor Tomas started this series after Easter last year while |
was on sabbatical. It's been good to go through the whole book, which is so rich
and rewarding. But it was a marathon. So, before | read the last chapter, you have
to watch this short video which, in a funny way, catches the issue some people
have with John 21.

VIDEO

The woman in this video, Camille Herron, has just about completed a 54
mile marathon in South Africa. She crossed a point maybe 200 meters from the
end and thought she was done. So she slows right down and starts raising her
arms in victory and chatting with people on the sidelines. Then someone runs up
and kindly reminds her, “Hey, you haven’t crossed the ‘finish line’ yet”, just as
another runner catches up. So Camille jumps back into action and sprints over the
finish line and gets first place.

Some people think John finished his book at the end of chapter 20. That's
reasonable. Jesus is risen from the dead and appears to his disciples. And that is
followed by the closing words of chapter 20 which do sound a lot like a concluding
statement:

JIn20:30 Jesus performed many other signs in the presence of his disciples,

which are not recorded in this book. 31 But these are written that you may

believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you
may have life in his name.

If you take chapter 20 as the end, then either John added chapter 21 later or
some of his followers added it. | don’t know how much the average Christian cares
about this sort of thing. It's not that Christians are disputing the truth of John 21 or
that it belongs in the Bible. They just wonder if it was a later addition and why it
was done.

However, let’s take the traditional position that chapter 20 is not the finish
line. This is not where John stops running, so to speak. Instead, chapter 21 is John
picking up the story for a big sprint to the end. | want us to see and know that John
21 belongs with the whole book and is a fitting conclusion. As chapter 1 is best
considered a prologue, so chapter 21 is usually called an epilogue. The prologue is
a bit of intro to Jesus and what is coming and the epilogue tells us how the channel
is now changing from Jesus’ mission to save us to the mission of the church. In
that way, John 21 is like the end of Matthew, where Jesus gives the Great
Commission.

Let’s listen, then, to John 21 and please read it with me from your Bibles or
on the screen.



Hear the word of the Lord:

21 ' Afterward Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the Sea of Galilee. It
happened this way: 2 Simon Peter, Thomas (also known as Didymus), Nathanael
from Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples were together.
3“'m going out to fish,” Simon Peter told them, and they said, “We’ll go with you.”
So they went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing.

4 Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples did not realize
that it was Jesus.

5He called out to them, “Friends, haven’t you any fish?”

“No,” they answered.

6 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
fish.

"Then the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the Lord!” As soon as
Simon Peter heard him say, “It is the Lord,” he wrapped his outer garment around
him (for he had taken it off) and jumped into the water. 8 The other disciples
followed in the boat, towing the net full of fish, for they were not far from shore,
about a hundred yards. ° When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals there
with fish on it, and some bread.

10 Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish you have just caught.” * So Simon
Peter climbed back into the boat and dragged the net ashore. It was full of large
fish, 153, but even with so many the net was not torn. 2 Jesus said to them, “Come
and have breakfast.” None of the disciples dared ask him, “Who are you?” They
knew it was the Lord. 3 Jesus came, took the bread and gave it to them, and did
the same with the fish. 14 This was now the third time Jesus appeared to his
disciples after he was raised from the dead.

> When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John,
do you love me more than these?”

“Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that | love you.”

Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.”

16 Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you love me?”

He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that | love you.”

Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.”

7 The third time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?”

Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?” He
said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that | love you.”

Jesus said, “Feed my sheep. 8 Very truly | tell you, when you were younger you
dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch
out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not
want to go.” 19 Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would
glorify God. Then he said to him, “Follow me!”

20 peter turned and saw that the disciple whom Jesus loved was following them.
(This was the one who had leaned back against Jesus at the supper and had said,
“Lord, who is going to betray you?”) 2 When Peter saw him, he asked, “Lord, what
about him?”

22 Jesus answered, “If | want him to remain alive until | return, what is that to you?
You must follow me.” 22 Because of this, the rumor spread among the believers that



this disciple would not die. But Jesus did not say that he would not die; he only
said, “If I want him to remain alive until | return, what is that to you?”

24 This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down. We
know that his testimony is true.

25 Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, |
suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that would
be written.

This is the word of the Lord.

Beloved in the Lord,
Christ is risen! And you say? He is risen indeed!

That thought had to have been echoing in the disciples’ minds. This chapter
tells us that this is the third appearance of Jesus to the disciples, so they’ve
already seen him at least twice since he rose from the dead. But each time he
disappears from their sight. Nonetheless, you might wonder why they aren’t
excited? You might wonder why they haven’t gotten to work as Jesus said in
chapter 20, just a few days earlier. Remember, there at his second appearing, it
reads in v.21,

JIn20:21 Again Jesus said [to the disciples], “Peace be with you! As the Father

has sent me, | am sending you.” 22 And with that he breathed on them and

said, “Receive the Holy Spirit....”

Rather than going out in the Spirit's power, they go back to their home turf,
northern Galilee, just west of Capernaum. On my last trip to Israel, we found a spot
near this place. We arrived early in the morning, went down to the water’s edge
and, when we came back up, we could smell a fish roasting on a fire, reminiscent
of the scene in John 21.

“The colour of the sky, reflected in the lake, gives you double the effect of
the spectacular sunrise, the great fiery ball coming up over the Golan Heights. The
day dawns full of new beauty and possibility.” As one writer says, “That is part of
what John is telling us in this story.” (Wright) Remember, John began this gospel in
chapter 1 reminding us, in v.9, Jesus

JIn19 The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.
Now in this closing chapter, the disciples are coming in from the dark, coming in
from fishing just as the sun is rising and they are about to be greeted by the true
light that gives light to everyone.

A Confusing Time
But let’s just stop and acknowledge that the disciples are very confused.

So confused, it seems to me, that Peter suggests that they go fishing. He
seems to suggest that they retreat rather than go forth in the power of the Holy



Spirit who Jesus has breathed on them when they last saw him. All seems to be

forgotten. Doesn’t Peter remember that Jesus called him from his fishing boat and

said, “I'll make you a people-fisher.”? Doesn’t Peter remember what happened in

Luke 57 It was a similar situation to John 21. Jesus told him to put out and fish.
Lk55 Simon [that is Peter] answered, “Master, we've worked hard all night
and haven’t caught anything. But because you say so, | will let down the
nets.” 8When they had done so, they caught such a large number of fish
that their nets began to break.

In that instance, the story goes on to say that Peter was afraid. However,
Lk5:10b Then Jesus said to Simon, “Don’t be afraid; from now on you will fish
for people.”

Now, though, Peter—and the others with him—have returned to fishing for fish.

Why? We aren’t told specifically. The surrounding story helps us see that
Peter seems to have unfinished business with Jesus. Is he feeling so dejected
because of his earlier denial of Jesus when the tension around Jesus’ arrest and
trial was high? Does he now feel disqualified from following Jesus? Are all the
disciples thinking they’ve wasted 3 years following Jesus so maybe Peter is right?
Let’s get back to what we know and have done for years: fishing. Are the families
of these disciples telling them that it's time to get a real job again. You’ve spent 3
years chasing this rabbi but now you should provide for your loved ones. We don’t
have conclusive answers; just a few hints in the chapter. In any event, the chapter
starts with the disciples going fishing with Peter. If nothing else, fishing was a good
distraction from all the confused thoughts swirling in their minds.

| think we sometimes get confused when following Jesus too. We think our
life is heading in one direction when all of a sudden we get hit with an expected
trial and we are confused about what the Lord is up to. Or maybe we feel we've
disappointed him and there’s no coming back from that. We feel our sin is too
great. So we are confused.

As the disciples come back to shore with empty nets, maybe they feel like
failures. Even at what they once did for a living, they are now having no success at.
The life they thought they had in following Jesus seems to be falling apart. And, to
top it off, their old life of fishing comes up empty that night too.

Two Encouraging Reminders

Then Jesus shows up on the beach with two encouraging reminders. They
haven’t caught a thing all night, but Jesus already has fish frying on a fire.
Breakfast is ready. He clearly doesn’t need their help. He’s more than capable.
That'’s the first important encouraging reminder. He’s got the kingdom mission
under control but he’s always inviting us to live by his grace and to partner with
him in life and ministry.

He tells the disciples to throw the net out one more time, on the right side.
I’'m told that a fisherman knew that if you didn’t catch anything at night, you weren’t
likely to catch anything in the morning. But they listened to Jesus anyway and were
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almost instantly shocked with more than their nets could normally handle. A
beautiful reminder to us as well that the Lord can do much more than we ask or
imagine when we willingly do what he asks of us, even when it doesn’t always
make sense.

Last time Jesus loaded their nets with fish, Luke 5 told us,

Lk5:6 they caught such a large number of fish that their nets began to break.
This time the catch is again so big. John 21:11 says,

Jn21:11 | Jt was full of large fish, 153, but even with so many the net was not

torn.
Another signal and reminder that the Lord has it under control. He had an
abundant catch of fish for them but it's a symbol of the harvest in store for the
disciples when they are fishing for people from all nations. And, in turn, that’s
encouragement to us as the church still today. Jesus is with us and he is growing
his church. And we are blessed to partner with him, to cast the net toward our
neighbours, friends, family and world and then see what Jesus has in store.

There are some really cool studies that have all sorts of ways of solving the
mystery of why John said 153. Of course, it could just be the most obvious—that
they actually counted the fish and there was exactly 153. We can believe that. In
addition, though, John usually has deeper meaning to the details he includes in his
gospel. One simple example is that this John 21 passage refers to Ezekiel 47
which is also symbolic.

Ezekiel speaks of water flowing from the temple and talks about it being a
place to spread nets for a great many kinds of fish, which is symbolic of the spread
of the gospel to all the nations, just as it is here in John 21. Interestingly, the word
Gedi, referring to the water in that chapter, is the 153 word in that Hebrew text.
Ezekiel says people will be fishing from the water that flows from En Gedi to En-
Eglaim. And those two words together also have what is called a numerical value
totaling 153. That kind of numerical valuing literature was not uncommon and John
seems to have been making use of it. Anyway, that part is not simple to discern
apart from knowing Hebrew, but it does add to the validity of the idea that John is
tying this in to Ezekiel 47 and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit who builds the
church from all nations.

So we can take that message and that picture as an encouraging reminder
that the Lord Jesus will build his church through the power of the Holy Spirit. And
he invites us to join in that wonderful mission. Tied in with the prophecy of Luke 5
that the disciples are going to catch people, we can be encouraged, as they were,
to engage in the work of God’s kingdom with vigor and zeal and confidence. After
all, Jesus our resurrected and all-powerful Lord has it all under control!

The second encouraging piece is that he really does want to use us, no
matter how inadequate or unqualified we feel. That’s where the story of Jesus’
interaction with Peter comes in. Remember, Peter had denied Jesus three times.
And now Jesus three times re-commissions Peter to feed the sheep and lambs.
Get out there, Peter, and make disciples for me. Yes, you've messed up and fallen
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short. But that’s okay. | still love you and I'll still use you. Just as Jesus was able to
receive some fish from Peter for this breakfast, so he invites Peter to be used in
spreading the gospel to be a fisher of people.

Dear people, Peter’s interaction with Jesus reminds us that it's only after we
realize how much we’ve failed Jesus that we can really be used by him. Only after
we realize our own weakness will we know that we must depend on his strength
alone. Only in his strength will we follow him; and he does invite us—over and
over—to follow him and be used by him.

Jesus used impetuous Peter to serve and build his church. After this
encounter with Jesus, Peter became a zealous disciple of the gospel. Serving in
the power of the Holy Spirit, Peter is willing to die even for the sake of Jesus, just
as Jesus prophesied in this chapter. Peter served the cause of the kingdom even
though it cost him his life because he knew Jesus would never let him down, not in
life and not in death.

We can count on him in the same way. Jesus used Peter, he used John,
and every other one of the disciples with him in John 21. And every disciple ever
since. Jesus is faithful and gracious. The Lord Jesus, who is the Word become
flesh and dwelt among us, is now our resurrected Lord living in us and sending us
out in the Spirit’'s power. This Lord will use us and see us through all of our failures
and all the challenges we face in life. We can count on him as we seek to follow
him and share the good news. Our strength and faithfulness may fail, but he will
not. As the old Easter hymn puts it, “Our work faileth, Christ availeth.”

Friends, let us go forth in the confidence of Jesus’ resurrection, assured that
nothing will separate us from his love and that his grace and power will also be
sufficient for us as we share the gospel with our world. May our lives bear witness
to this amazing comfort.

Amen.



