Do you love me more than these?

BBC2 had a series called ‘The Fishing Life’. It shows the fishing life in Cornwall. The
episodes give a sense, a glimpse of what is in the heart of a true fisherman.
Enduring hard, challenging, uncertain times. Times when they catch little or not
enough. But also the intense joy, when they go home with an abundance of fish. One
of the episodes shows also that far too many fish were caught in the nets, and that
therefore fish had to be released.

Fishermen can go from one extreme to the other: from catching hardly any or none
to too many to be held by the nets, without being torn. Fishing life means hard
labour, both physically and mentally. Yet, they wouldn’t have it any other way.

The disciples know all about it. After Jesus’s resurrection, Peter took the initiative to
pick up their old profession; to go fishing, and that prompted the others to join him.
They went fishing in the Sea of Tiberias. Its shore was the place where it all started;
where they met Jesus for the first time; when their lives changed.

After Jesus’s resurrection, they had met Jesus again. Twice.

And now, they had gone fishing again but hadn’t caught any. Their effort to restore
some normality in their life, after the deep crisis they had been through, left them
with nothing. So, back to the shore. Then a man standing on the shore asked them if
they had any fish. ‘No’, they said,” We haven’t caught any’. The man’s reply to that
was,’

Cast the net on the right side of the boat, and you will catch some’.(John 21:6)

When they did, they couldn’t haul it in, because of the quantity of fish they had
caught. Then, one of Jesus’ disciples knew. The disciple, of whom it is specifically
said: ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’. This disciple said: ’It is the Lord’. Hearing that,
Peter threw himself into the sea to get to Jesus as fast as he could.

After dragging the net, full with fish to the shore, the other disciples joined them
Strange, the man had asked them for fish, but He had fish ready for them. So, He
didn’t need their fish. Yet, He asked for some of what they had caught. There were
so many, all lying there. But the net was not torn by their weight. Then, Jesus said,
‘Come and have breakfast’.

It was in silence that the disciples had breakfast with Jesus. Knowing it was their
risen Lord, none of the disciples said anything. But then, when they finished
breakfast, Jesus breaks the silence by addressing Peter with His full name:

‘Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these? (John 21: 15)
Is Jesus asking Peter if Peter loves Him more than the other disciples do?
No.

The other disciples are not involved in this conversation that Jesus starts with Peter.
It's about just the two of them. Jesus speaks to a true fisherman. He speaks to
Peter’s heart, which naturally loves fish, and the labour that comes with trying to



catch them. With an abundance of fish lying there, Jesus refers to them, to the fish,
when He asks Peter:

‘Do you love me more than these?’ (John 21: 15)

Jesus asks Peter if his love for Him, for Jesus, is greater than His love and passion
for fish; for his fishing life.

Peter means rock. Peter was always quick with his responses to Jesus, with wanting
to be with Jesus; with wanting to stay with Him, as again, this morning, when he was
made aware that the man on the shore was the Lord. Peter jumped into the sea as
soon as he heard it was Jesus.

But Peter had also betrayed Jesus, three times. When Jesus was on His way to the
cross, Peter had denied three times that he knew Him.

And now, Jesus asks Peter three times, if He loves Him

Is this Jesus’ way of reminding Peter of his three denials, in order to restore him?
Would that make sense against the background of the cross; of the dying of the Son
of God for the sins of the world, against the background of the resurrection....?
Would Jesus, through whom God forgives, need to bring to the surface Peter’s faults
of the past, to complete Peter’s rehabilitation? That’s unlikely.

What we have here is that Jesus appears to His disciples in the same place where,
without knowing Him, the disciples had left their nets to follow Him. Here they meet
on that same beach again, but now within the light of the resurrection. It is the third
time that Jesus appears to them, after His resurrection.

So within that light, Peter had received Jesus’s forgiveness. Forgiveness was given,
it was completed, through God’s Son on the cross, followed by His death, but then
conquered by God. So it is from within that complete forgiveness that Jesus points
forward in time, to what God has in store for Peter. But that requires confirmation of
that what can be the only basis for what is in store for Peter.

Peter’s love for His Lord.

And deep love is strong but also vulnerable, and can therefore hurt.

The intensity with which Jesus asks if He is loved by Peter, grieves Peter intensely
‘Lord, You know everything, you know that | love You, Peter says. (John 21:17)

Then Jesus points out that, because of that love, Peter’s path will not be determined
by himself, but by Jesus. Jesus makes a prophetic statement by saying how Peter’s
life will come to an end: through suffering. Peter's complete life is overseen by
Jesus.

Then, after all that needs to be said, is said, Jesus gets up and says to Peter: ‘Follow
me’.(John 21:19)

First things first. The solid foundation for Peter’s future task had to be firmly established
first. The love that equips Peter for what he will be doing, had been declared.



‘Follow me’, Jesus says to Peter.

Peter does follow Jesus, again along the Sea of Tiberias where it all began. But what
a difference between then and now. The same call, after Jesus’s resurrection. When
Peter turns around he sees his friend following Jesus too. Two close friends they were,
Peter and John.

And then Peter asks Jesus, ‘What about him?
A question he shouldn’t have asked.

Like Peter, we can ask God irrelevant questions. Like Peter, we want to know more,
than we need to know. We are good in wanting to know that what is only for God to
know.

And this is exactly the answer that Peter gets from Jesus:

“If it is my will that he remain until | come, what is that to you? You follow me!”(John21:
22)

Whatever my will is for him, Peter, it has nothing to do with you. You follow me, keep
your eyes fixed on me.

This urging, this invitation to follow Jesus is an invitation to all of us. Each one has this
personal invitation to turn, and receive the peace that only God can give through
Jesus, who says,

28 Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and | will give you rest. 2° Take my
yoke upon you, and learn from me, for | am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will
find rest for your souls. (Matthew 11:28-30)

While that is so, no matter how close a friendship can be, a call is and remains a
personal matter; something between God and the one He calls. At the end of Peter’s
life, God would be glorified by Peter’s suffering. What Peter is told by Jesus is all he
needs to know; nothing is to be added to that.

God had a different task for Peter’s friend, the beloved disciple of Jesus, that is John.
He survived the other apostles. And so this disciple was able to write the most; writings
that bear witness to what Jesus had done and continued to do from heaven. Writings
that continue to be passed on.

Each one has his or her specific path to follow; determined by God. For the beloved
disciple it was to write.

And for Peter...? Peter was given the task to be a shepherd when Jesus said to him:
‘Feed my lambs’, “Tend my sheep’, ‘Feed my sheep’. Appointed by Jesus to be a
shepherd of Jesus’s flock, Peter also continued to belong to the one flock of the one
Shepherd. The Shepherd who was, is and remains Shepherd of all of us ...our risen
Saviour.

Amen



