A Lord Like No Other #5

“The Road to Recovery”

John 21:15-23

The meaning of the word “recovery” has changed significantly lately with advances in medical and rehabilitation practices. Surgical procedures that would require days of recuperation can now be done on an outpatient basis. In sports, athletes come back from horrific injuries in a matter of weeks instead of months, years, or even never. 


In the spiritual realm, however, recovery is still a long road…and sometimes an endless one that leads nowhere. As Chuck Swindoll puts it, “Christianity may be ‘like a mighty army,’ but we often handle our troops in a weird way. We’re the only outfit I’ve ever heard of who shoots their wounded.”
 For a religion that emphasizes grace and forgiveness as Christianity does, we often do not extend these to our own members.


Fortunately Jesus Himself is not this way. As we come to the end of John’s gospel, the grace and forgiveness of Christ is shown to someone who had blown it in as big a way as anyone ever has. John MacArthur observes,

In all the history of redemption, few saints have fallen to the depths of sin and unfaithfulness that Peter did when he denied Jesus the night our Lord was arrested and put on trial for His life. Yet few saints have been so powerfully used by God as Peter was after he repented and was restored.


Let’s trace Peter’s steps on the road to restoration.

The Reiterated Commitment


This text is set on the shores of the Sea of Galilee. Peter and six other disciples had spent all night fishing, but they caught nothing. Jesus appeared on the shore just after dawn and instructed the men to cast their nets one more time. They obeyed and caught a huge number of fish. Jesus had breakfast prepared for them when they came ashore.


It is in this setting that John 21:15 records, “When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, ‘Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?’” The questions of Jesus (and Peter’s responses) pose interpretive challenges. The first has to do with the question, “Do you truly love me more than these?” Warren Wiersbe points out, 

What did the Lord mean by “more than these”? Was He asking, “Do you love Me more than you love these other men?” Perhaps Jesus meant, “Do you love Me more than you love these boats and nets and fish?” Or, “Do you love Me—as you claimed—more than these other disciples love Me?”

Scholars are divided as to which interpretation should be preferred. Kenneth Wuest opts for the second option, “whether Peter loves fish or Jesus” based on the context.
 Most, however, agree that the added phrase “more than these” was a reference to Peter’s bold declaration of loyalty in the Upper Room at the Last Supper.
 The question probably meant, “Do you love Me—as you claimed—more than these other disciples love Me?” Peter had boasted of his love for Christ and had even contrasted it with that of the other men. In John 13:37 he said, “I will lay down my life for you!” while Matthew 26:33 records his words, “Even if all fall away on account of you, I never will.” There is more than a hint in these boastful statements that Peter believed that he loved the Lord more than did the other disciples.

This interpretation also fits into the fact that Jesus asked Peter these questions in front of the other disciples. Peter and Jesus had already met privately and no doubt taken care of Peter’s sins, but since Peter had denied the Lord publicly, it was important that there be a public restoration. Sin should be dealt with only to the extent that it is known. Private sins should be confessed in private, public sins in public.

When asked this question by Jesus, Peter replied, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” This is the second interpretive challenge, since John uses two different Greek words translated “love.” Peter uses the same verb throughout (phileo), but Jesus uses a different verb (agape) in his first two questions. In the third, however, Jesus uses Peter’s word phileo. A number of commentators hold that the change of word is significant. Some maintain that the word Jesus uses in the first two questions denotes a higher kind of love, while Peter’s word points to a lower form of love, perhaps no more than a liking. If it is seen in this way, Jesus questions Peter as to whether he has a profound love for him, and Peter, not daring to claim so much, replies that he is fond of Jesus. Then in his third question Jesus descends to Peter’s level.
 

There are problems with this interpretation, though. First, the two Greek words for love—agape, God’s sacrificial love, and phileo, friendship love—are used interchangeably in the Gospels, and it is difficult to build a case for making a distinction in this passage.
 John displays a habit of introducing slight variations of words in all sorts of places without real difference of meaning.
 Second, this conversation would have been spoken in Aramaic, while John wrote his gospel in Greek. We do not know what Aramaic words Jesus and Peter used, and if they had significant differences as in Greek.
 Third, Peter’s “Yes, Lord” does not look like a correction. Why should he say “Yes, Lord, I love you” if he really means, “No, Lord, but I do like you a lot.” Peter seems concerned that his love is called in question, not about the precise quality of love.

It would appear, then, that John used these two words as synonyms, whatever fine distinctions there might have been between them.
 As F. F. Bruce notes, “It is precarious to press a distinction between the two synonyms here.”

This also affects how we understand verse 17, where John records that Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?” The significance is not found in the different Greek words for love, but in the fact that Jesus asked Peter this question three times. Without question this corresponds to Peter’s triple denial outside of Caiaphas’ house when Jesus was on trial. Just as he had a short time ago in the presence of the enemy denied all connection with the Lord, so now in the presence of his friends he affirms three times over that he loves his Lord. There can be no doubt but that Peter was under a cloud with his fellow disciples after the denial. This triple affirmation, accompanied as it was by a triple commission from Jesus, must have had the effect of giving an almost “official” sanction to his restoration to his rightful place of leadership.
 


The application to our own lives is clear. Before Jesus can be followed and served, the sin in our lives has to be addressed. Bruce Milne goes on to write,

A relationship with Jesus begins when, in his presence, we face up to all that grieves and contradicts God’s holy will in our lives, whatever this may cost us. This principle applies in a special way at the beginning of Christian life; but it is continually applicable. As Peter discovered, and as Paul was to find later, no matter how desperate our failure, or how deep-seated our shame, he can forgive and renew us and then use us in his service. Failure is never final with God.

Isn’t that encouraging? He wants to forgive; He wants restore. More often it is we who get in the way of restoration, not God! As Erwin Lutzer puts it in his book, Failure: The Back Door to Success,

It is the deep, difficult heartaches that the cross was meant to cover. Christ’s sacrifice is as good for big sins as it is for small ones. From God’s perspective, there is no reason we must be defeated. We are always accepted in God’s books, and if our fellowship is broken, it can be restored immediately. John Newton had committed every sin imaginable. Yet later he understood the reason he could be totally righteous before God. He wrote, “Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound that saved a wretch like me; I once was lost, but now am found; was blind but now I see.” That grace is available for you and me! It is an insult to Christ if we believe His sacrifice was not enough for us!

The Restored Commission


Jesus did more than forgive Peter from his failures; in this passage we see the restored commission. We are informed in Luke 24:34 and 1 Corinthians 15:5 that Jesus had already appeared to Peter privately, and on that occasion He may well have restored Peter to fellowship with his Lord.
 No man will ever know what happened when Peter met his risen Lord, but Peter must have found “the forgiveness beyond reason which can meet the sin beyond excuse.”
 But since Peter had denied the Lord publicly, it was important that there be a public restoration. Sin should be dealt with only to the extent that it is known. Private sins should be confessed in private, public sins in public.
 

After each time Peter reiterated his commitment, Jesus gave him a responsibility. Once again we are faced with slight variations in the wording of Jesus’ statements. In verse 15 Jesus says, “Feed my lambs”; in verse 16, “Tend my sheep”; and in verse 17, “Feed my sheep.” Again, some have tried to make distinctions between these directives, but most scholars take the variation as no more than stylistic. 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.
 

The bottom line—for Peter as well as us—is that following Jesus and loving Jesus mean accepting responsibility for Jesus’ people. Commitment to Christ involves commitment to the church of Christ.
 Jesus did not want Peter to be a Lone Ranger for Him; nor does He want us to be out there on our own. The Church was created as a community of believers who work together, encourage and support each other. We need to express our love for the Lord by our commitment and involvement in His Church.

We also learn from this passage that the key qualification for the task of leading God’s church is not intelligence or charisma or salesmanship; it is love for the Lord and for His people.
 Do you think Peter learned this? Consider his words in 1 Peter 5:1-3,

To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder, a witness of Christ’s sufferings and one who also will share in the glory to be revealed: Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, serving as overseers—not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to be; not greedy for money, but eager to serve; not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 

Yeah, I think Peter got it. 

The question is, do we?

The Relevant Conclusion 

Here we find the relevant conclusion to this story. We need to ask ourselves, “Is it possible for backsliders to be restored, for those who have denied Christ to be given another chance?”

This text speaks volumes to us today. Many of us find ourselves in the place of Simon Peter—in need of recovery. Perhaps we have failed our Lord miserably. Maybe that failure was out in the open, for everyone to see. We may feel that God must be through with us, that He could never possibly use us in His service again.

That’s exactly what Satan wants you to believe, but the Scriptures indicate otherwise. Think of Moses the murderer, David the adulterer (and murderer), Jonah the fugitive, Saul the persecutor, John Mark the quitter…the list goes on and on. All of them failed, but none of them were failures. Why? In God’s eyes, their failures were not final. He was not through with them. It is clear is that Peter’s denial, serious though it was, did not disqualify him. Jesus not only reinstated Peter in the favor of God but also recommissioned him for the service of God.

But all of them had to take the road to recovery. They had to recognize their sin and confess it, acknowledge our new commission and be faithful from that point forward. It may or may not be the same calling as before, but we must be willing to be used as God wants, not as we want.

For the rest of us, let’s not put “Road Closed” signs on the road to recovery for others. Why should we be harder on God’s children than He is? Instead, we ought to follow the command of Galatians 6:1, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.” The Greek word translated “restore” carries the connotation of a doctor setting a broken bone. How would you like him to do that—gently or harshly? We need to reflect the grace and mercy of God we appreciate in our own lives to others who need it, too.

I’m not suggesting that we turn a blind eye to blatant sin or that we accept unrepentant sinners, but when a person (like Peter) realizes their sin and wants to return, why should we stand in their way? If we spent as much time and effort restoring fellow believers as we did condemning them, how much more would we accomplish as a church? 

We need to change our reputation as the only army that shoots its wounded. If we want to offer grace and forgiveness to an unbelieving world, maybe we need to extend some of that grace and forgiveness within our own ranks.
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