“An Easter Reunion”

John 21:15-19

Reunions have become an important part of our culture. Many families hold reunions regularly, every year or two. High school reunions are generally held every five years. (I know; my thirty-year reunion is this year. Yikes!) These reunions are usually fun times of reacquainting ourselves with friends and relatives as we remember the past and see how much we have changed since then.


Other reunions, though, have a more dramatic tone. When two people part ways on less than favorable terms, then later are reunited, often emotions run high. The entertainment industry has capitalized on this drama as conflicts are resolved and characters are reunited in the end. 


One such reunion is recorded in the pages of Scripture. Centuries ago, there was an Easter reunion recorded in John 21:15-19,

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

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

Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.” 

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

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

Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.” 

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 I love you.”

Jesus said, “Feed my sheep. I tell you the truth, 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.” Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, “Follow me!”

In this exchange between Jesus and Peter, we see a three-fold challenge, a three-fold confession, and a three-fold commission. All of these speak to us today.

A Three-fold Challenge


On the surface, the conversation consists of three simple questions, three simple answers, and three simple commands. But the setting, circumstances, and even the language make these seemingly simple statements anything but simple. 

The setting of this story is sometime after the resurrection of Jesus on the first Easter Sunday. Jesus had instructed His disciples to return from Jerusalem to Galilee, where He would meet up with them. Perhaps tired of waiting, or just simply bored, several of the men decided to go fishing. Remember that at least half of the Twelve were fishermen by trade before Jesus called them, so this was not unusual. They spent the night without catching any fish, though, and by dawn they were exhausted and frustrated.


Jesus appeared on the shore and told them to throw their nets in once again. When they did, the disciples pulled in over 150 fish! By the time they reached shore, Jesus had breakfast cooked for them. Certainly this was a happy occasion, as these friends ate and enjoyed each other’s company.


But there was a pall hanging over the scene as well. While the rest of the group was enjoying themselves, Simon Peter must have felt ill at east in the presence of Jesus. Just a short time ago, on the night of Jesus’ trial, he had denied all connection with the Lord—not once, not twice, but three times. Certainly Peter had to feel a tremendous amount of guilt toward Jesus about his triple denial, and I’m sure there were some strained feelings between him and the others as well. As Leon Morris notes, “There can be no doubt but that Peter was under a cloud with his fellow disciples after the denial.”


After the last of the fish and bread had been eaten, an awkward silence descended upon the scene. Perhaps Peter glanced up at Jesus to find the Savior’s eyes fixed on him. Before he could turn away he hears Jesus ask, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?”

By referring to him as “Simon, son of John,” Jesus was using his formal name. It would be similar to someone addressing you by your full name. I remember when I was growing up that if I heard my parents use my first and middle names, I was in trouble! I’m not suggesting that is the case here, but Jesus was getting Peter’s attention just with the way He addressed him.


Jesus asked him, “Do you truly love me more than these?” This last word is not defined, so the question could mean one of three different things: 

“Do you love me more than you love these things?”

“Do you love me more than you love these men?”

“Do you love me more than these men love me?”

If the first rendering is correct, Jesus was asking Peter if he loved the Lord more than he loved his fishing career and all that was wrapped up in that. If it is the net and boat, then this question gets at the central point of discipleship and reveals a person’s heart. What do we love the most? Have we abandoned all to follow Jesus? Every time we are faced with a temptation this question is raised. Every time we become preoccupied with even the good things God gives us this question is raised.
 This is a valid question, and the ramifications are certainly applicable to us today, but this was probably not Jesus’ point at the time.

Nor does it seem likely that Jesus was asking if Peter loved Him more than the other disciples. This had never been a problem among the Twelve. They all loved the Lord Jesus supremely, even though they did not always obey Him completely.
 Though we must remember that Jesus said in Luke 14:26, “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be my disciple.” No one can come before Christ in our hearts.
No, it seems more likely that Jesus meant, “Do you love me more than these men love me?”  Peter had boasted of his love for Christ and had even contrasted it with that of the other men, even on the very night he would deny knowing Jesus three times! There is more than a hint in these boastful statements that Peter believed that he loved the Lord more than did the other disciples.
 Jesus’ question, therefore, goes even deeper than the issue of false attachments. He gets at the root of all sin, namely, pride.


Jesus asked Peter a second question. (We will consider Peter’s answers in a moment.) This time Jesus’ question is repeated without the “more than these.” Attention is concentrated on the question of love and the comparison drops out.
 The key issue is Peter’s love for the Lord Jesus, and that should be a key matter with us today.


In the third question, it seems that Jesus is repeating Himself, but in the original language there is a difference. While all three questions are translated, “Do you love me?” in English, John used two different Greek words in recording this conversation. In His questions in John 21:15–16, the Lord used agapē, which is the Greek word for the highest kind of love, sacrificing love, divine love. But in verse 17, Jesus used the word phileo, which is the love of friend for friend, fondness for another, which is the same word Peter used in all three of his responses.
 


Some preachers like to make a big deal out of this distinction, but commentators generally agree that we should make too much of an issue over this, because the two words are often used interchangeably in the Gospel of John. In John 3:16, God’s love for man is agapē love; but in John 16:27, it is phileo love. The Father’s love for His Son is agapē love in John 3:35 but phileo love in John 5:20. Christians are supposed to love one another. In John 13:34, this love is agapē love; but in John 15:19, it is phileo love. It would appear that John used these two words as synonyms, whatever fine distinctions there might have been between them.
 (Not only this, but it should be remembered that Jesus and Peter probably spoke to each other in Aramaic instead of Greek, so they may not have used different words for “love” anyway!) There may be significance, though, in Peter’s use of phileo instead of agapē in his responses, which we will consider in a moment.


Without question, though, Jesus’ three-fold challenge to Peter highlights the supreme importance of our love for God. When asked which commandment of the Law was the greatest, Jesus replied without hesitation, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment” [Matthew 22:37-38]. We are to love the Lord more than anyone in our lives, more than anything in our lives, and even more than ourselves. We must not allow anything to come in between us and the Lord.


It is easy for us to see why Jesus would ask these questions to Peter in this instance. Peter had denied the Lord three times, so Jesus asked Peter to state his love for the Lord three times. But don’t think that because we may not have failed as publicly and as miserably as Peter did that these questions do not apply to us today. They do.

A Three-fold Confession


Jesus asked three questions, and Peter gave three answers. Taken together they form a three-fold confession of Peter’s love for his Lord. 


Each time Peter replies positively to Jesus’ question. “Yes, Lord,” he begins, which may indicate that the difference between the use of phileo and agapē should not be pushed too far.
 (If it were that significant a difference, Peter would have answered, “No, Lord, I don’t agapē You, I phileo You.” But he doesn’t.)

However, there may be some lesson to be learned by the two terms, as John MacArthur points out,

In terms of interpretation, when two synonyms are placed in close proximity in context, a difference in meaning, however slight, is emphasized. When Jesus asked Peter if he loved Him, He used a word for love that signified total commitment. Peter responded with a word for love that signified his love for Jesus, but not necessarily His total commitment. This was not because he was reluctant to express that greater love, but because he had been disobedient and denied the Lord in the past. He was, perhaps, now reluctant to make a claim of supreme devotion when, in the past, his life did not support such a claim.


What a difference from the proud Peter in the upper room! There, Peter boasted that he loved Jesus more than the other disciples, even to the point of laying down his life for the Lord. After his three-fold failure that night, though, Peter’s self-confidence was shaken. Perhaps we should read a bit of humility in Peter’s choice of the Greek word phileo in this passage.


Let us not miss, however, the power of Peter’s confession here. In front of the very disciples who heard his boasts and knew of his subsequent failure he reiterates his commitment to Christ. That is not an easy thing to do. Judas Iscariot couldn’t do it. Instead of humbly repenting of his sin and receiving forgiveness (and a second chance), Judas ended his own life full of remorse and regret. As Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 7:10, 

Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death. 

Peter is an example of godly sorrow while Judas is an example of worldly sorrow.


Don’t allow shame and self-pity to keep you from experiencing the forgiveness and reconciliation that is available to us through Christ. Remember, this is the very purpose that He came to earth and died on the cross! We have all failed Him at some point, and even as Christians we will fail Him. But He is always ready and willing to forgive and restore, if we are humble and honest before Him.

A Three-fold Commission


Finally, we see a three-fold commission in this text. Each time Peter replied to Jesus’ question, “Do you love me?” with the answer, “Yes, Lord, You know that I love you,” Jesus followed up with a command to Peter. Morris notes, “This triple commission from Jesus must have had the effect of giving an almost “official” sanction to his restoration to his rightful place of leadership.” He goes on to write,

There can be little doubt but that the whole scene is meant to show us Peter as completely restored to his position of leadership. Three times he had denied his Lord. Now he has three times affirmed his love for him, and three times he has been commissioned to care for the flock. This must have had the effect of a demonstration that, whatever had been the mistakes of the past, Jesus was restoring Peter to a place of trust.


Just as John uses different Greek words for “love” in the interchange between Jesus and Peter, so he uses slight variations in Jesus’ three responses to Peter’s confessions. John has a habit through his gospel of using pairs of terms interchangeably, and, for example, in this very passage he has two different Greek words for take care of and feed (16–17), for lambs and sheep (15–16), and for know (17), both of which ﻿niv﻿, in common with other versions, renders know. The lambs/sheep distinction may have some significance, but it is difficult to see what points can be made from the others. The likelihood that no major distinctions are intended is rendered the more credible by the lack of a clear consensus among those who want to make a distinction. It is probably therefore wiser to see this as a Johannine stylistic feature rather than as the basis of a major exegetical truth.


The first aspect of Peter’s commission by Jesus is to care for the flock. Following Jesus and loving Jesus mean accepting responsibility for Jesus’ people, a truth which is in need of rehabilitation at the present time. Commitment to Christ involves commitment to the church of Christ.
 Many Christians say, “I don’t have to go to church to be a Christian!” Perhaps, but to neglect involvement in the church makes one a disobedient Christian. The Bible clearly states that each Christian is a member of the Body of Christ (a favorite designation for the church). You need the church and the church needs you!


“But I’m not gifted!” someone might object. According to this text, the key qualification for this task is a love for Jesus that is characterized by humility, dependence and obedience.
 As shown later in this chapter, Peter’s path would take a different direction than another disciple. We are not all identically gifted and called, but each one of us is an important part of the body, and we are responsible to be involved in the ministry.


The second part of Peter’s commission was to remain faithful. We read in verses 18-19, 

“I tell you the truth, 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.” Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. 

Jesus’ words may seem obscure to us, but Peter understood them clearly. Jesus was predicting that one day, Peter would be called upon to give the ultimate sacrifice for his Lord. History bears this out, that Peter was crucified for his faith by the emperor Nero (though probably not upside down, as some legends have it).


Why would Jesus tell Peter this? It was not common (nor is it today) for people to be told the circumstances surrounding their death in advance. But perhaps Jesus was using this occasion to not only teach something to Peter, but to us as well. William Barclay comments,

Love brought Peter a task, and it brought him a cross. Love always involves responsibility, and it always involves sacrifice. We do not really love Christ unless we are prepared to face his task and take up his Cross.


Peter had previously boasted that he would lay down his life for the Lord, and Jesus is letting him know that one day he would be called to do exactly that. Would he be faithful? 


Thirdly, Jesus commissions Peter with the simple words, “Follow Me!” There is possibly significance in the use of the present tense; “keep on following” will be the force of it. Peter had followed Christ, but not continuously in the past. For the future he was to follow steadfastly in the ways of the Lord.


I think it is noteworthy that Jesus repeats the very words He used when He initially called Peter. We read in Matthew 4:18-19, 

As Jesus was walking beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon called Peter and his brother Andrew. They were casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen. “Come, follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will make you fishers of men.”


A lot transpired between the first “Follow Me” and this one, but the offer remained the same. The fact that Peter was clearly forgiven by Jesus and given new responsibilities, amounting to apostleship, despite his total denial of his Lord, can given genuine hope to Christians today who feel that they have denied Jesus and that this is unforgivable. He calls only for our repentance and our love.


What about us? Do we feel that we have failed too greatly for God to love us, or be able to use us? This episode should convince us that there is hope. Come back to Christ today. Have your own Easter reunion with Him.
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