Gone Fishing (John 21:1-14)

Chapter 21 forms the epilogue of this great gospel. The Gospel of John reaches its crescendo with the confession of Thomas in chapter 20, “And Thomas answered and said to Him, ‘My Lord and my God!” John adds this final chapter, if for no other reason, to record the restoration of Peter after his denials (vv. 13-23).

You may ask, “Why did these disciples leave Jerusalem and go to the Sea of Tiberias?” The answer is found in Matthew 28. On that first Easter morning one of the angels, at the empty tomb of Jesus, commanded the women who had come to the tomb to, “Go quickly and tell His disciples that He is risen from the dead, and indeed He is going before you into Galilee; there you will see Him” (v. 7). Sometime after the Lord had appeared to Thomas, on that first Easter, the disciples went to Galilee. “Then the eleven disciples went away into Galilee, to the mountain which Jesus had appointed for them” (v. 16).

The Sea of Tiberias is another name for the Sea of Galilee.  “After these things Jesus went over the Sea of Galilee, which is the Sea of Tiberias” (John 6:1). It was called Tiberias because of a town on the lake’s west shore which was built by Herod Antipas in honor of the emperor Tiberias.

I.
The team (vv. 1-3a; Matt 16:13-23; John 11:16; 1:44-46; Mark 10:35-37; Luke 9:51-54)

The disciples, in obedience to the Lord’s command, went to Galilee. As they were waiting for the Lord to arrive, Peter, who was restless, decided to pass the time by going fishing. He told the other six disciples mentioned in verse 2 of his intentions. They decided it sounded like a good idea and joined Peter. “This is an amazing group here. I like to call this the convention of the problem children. Here is Simon Peter, fervent but failing, warm-hearted, yet walking afar off; he is impulsive and impetuous and affectionate (Matt 16:13-23). Then here is Thomas, that magnificent skeptic, who has a question mark for a brain (John 11:16); Nathanael, the wisecracker, who was also a doubter at the beginning (John 1:44-46); the sons of thunder, James and John (Mark 10:35-37; Luke 9:51-54); and two others who are not named. Perhaps, since this is a crowd of problem children, they represent you and me” (Dr McGee).

II.
The trouble (vv. 3b-4; 15:5; Matt 4:18-20; John 20:21)

You can fish for sport or for a living. One is recreation the other hard work. My favorite “reality show” is the Deadliest Catch. It chronicles the experience of Alaskan crab fishermen in the Bering Strait. It is not unusual for them to work 48 hours straight. If the crab pots are full the work is tolerable. If the pots are empty, well, you know. The seven apostles fished all night and caught nothing.

The disciples are about to learn a spiritual lesson; a lesson we all need to learn. Earlier, in the Upper Room, Jesus had talked to the apostles about vines, branches and bearing fruit. He told them and us, “I am the vine, you are the branches. . . Without Me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). Lesson one, without Jesus we will be spiritually unproductive.

Was it wrong for the disciples to fish? Did the Lord chastise them for going fishing? The answer to both questions, in my mind, is no. However, they had another job. They were to fish for the souls of men and women. “And Jesus, walking by the Sea of Galilee, saw two brothers, Simon called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea; for they were fishermen. Then He said to them, ‘Follow Me, and I will make you fishers of men.’ They immediately left their nets and followed Him” (Matt 4:18-20). Just recently Jesus had restated their work, “So Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace to you! As the Father has sent Me, I also send you” (John 20:21).

III.
The test (vv. 5-6; 15:5; Luke 5:1-11; Matt 17:24-27)

The next morning a stranger stood on the shore and asked them if they had caught any food. I’m sure tempers were very short. They were tired and frustrated. So they give the stranger a very abrupt “No.” The word for “children” is not a term of endearment like “little children” in 1 John. It is equal to our title “sirs.” How would you have responded to this question? Dr. McGee said this is a question all of us will be asked someday.

Next the Stranger gives them some advice. “And He said to them, ‘Cast the net on the right side of the boat, and you will find some.” Now remember, they had worked all night and caught nothing. How did you respond the last time you were in the middle of a job that wasn’t going good and a coworker or your wife offered advice? Much to the disciples credit they took this Stranger’s advice, “So they cast.”

Imagine their surprise when the net was so full they were not able to bring it up into the boat. Lesson number two, when we obey Jesus we are spiritually productive. “I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit” (John 15:5). “The whole thought here is that He directs the lives of His own. He gives the instructions, and they are to be obeyed. When they fish according to His instruction, the net fills” (Dr McGee).

This miracle is similar to an earlier one performed by the Lord (Luke 5:1-11). It also demonstrates the Lord’s omniscience, omnipotence or both. Was it because He knew the fish were right there, or did He command the fish to be there? Consider Matthew 17:24-27, “When they had come to Capernaum, those who received the temple tax came to Peter and said, ‘Does your Teacher not pay the temple tax?’ He said, ‘Yes.’ And when he had come into the house, Jesus anticipated him, saying, ‘What do you think, Simon? From whom do the kings of the earth take customs or taxes, from their sons or from strangers?’ Peter said to Him, ‘From strangers.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Then the sons are free. Nevertheless, lest we offend them, go to the sea, cast in a hook, and take the fish that comes up first. And when you have opened its mouth, you will find a piece of money; take that and give it to them for Me and you.”

IV.
The Teacher (vv. 7-10; Matt 6:19-34; Eph 2:10)

John is the first to perceive that the catch was supernatural. This led him to correctly identify the stranger as Jesus. As soon as John told Peter, Peter was gone. He jumped out of the boat and swam to Jesus. The other six boarded the small boat that was lashed to the larger boat; grabbed the net and made for shore. They were only 300 feet away. When they landed they saw that breakfast had been prepared.

The disciples are about to learn their third lesson of the day. Lesson three, Jesus commands and Jesus provides. Our responsibility is to obey. Jesus commanded the disciples’ fish on the right. They obeyed and were successful. Jesus now provides for the basic needs of His fishermen. The Bible is replete with promises of God’s provision for His children (Matt 6:19-34). We obey; He takes care of the results and our needs.

There is yet another lesson to learn. Lesson four, God uses us. Notice verse 10. He used the disciples empty net. He used the empty pots filled with water to create wine. He used Moses rod to perform miracles. He used the lad’s loaves and fish to feed 5,000 men. The Lord can use you also. Give yourself and your possessions to Him.

V.
The take (vv. 11-14; 2 Tim 1:12)

Peter dragged the net to land and found that it was over capacity. They caught 153 large fish and miraculously the net did not tear. Lesson five, the work we do at the Lord’s command is work that has eternal value. We are to store up treasure in heaven. Paul was confident that the work he did at the Lord’s command was eternal in value. He told Timothy, “For this reason I also suffer these things; nevertheless I am not ashamed, for I know whom I have believed and am persuaded that He is able to keep what I have committed to Him until that Day” (2 Tim 1:12).

Let’s review these five lessons:

1. Without Jesus we will be spiritually unproductive.
2. When we obey Jesus we are spiritually productive.
3. Lesson three, Jesus commands and Jesus provides.
4. God uses us.
5. The work we do at the Lord’s command is work that has eternal value.
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