Peter’s Restoration (John 21:15-25)

This brings us to the end of John’s Gospel. We began way back in chapter one with the prologue (1:1-18). The public ministry of the Lord is the next major division in John (1:19-12:50). The Lord gathers His apostles into the Upper Room beginning in chapter thirteen. This is the third division of John, Jesus’ private ministry (13:1-17:26). The fourth division is the passion of the Lord (18:1-20:31). We now conclude the fifth and final division; the postlude (epilogue). This division is only one chapter, chapter 21.

This final section of the last chapter answers the all important question, “What about Peter after his denial?” We will divide this passage into four divisions. The first is the restoration of Peter. The second division is titled, the revelation to Peter. The third division is the refutation of Peter. Lastly, the fourth division is titled, the reputation of John.

I.
The restoration (vv. 15-17; 13:37; Matt 26:33; John 18:25-27; Matt 26:75; John 
21:3, 7)

Let’s begin by reviewing the last events recorded about Peter in John’s gospel. In the Upper Room Jesus told the disciples that one in their midst was a traitor. He also told them that He was going to be with them only a little while longer. He would be crucified and return to His Father. Peter, always impulsive, spoke up, “Lord, why can I not follow You now? I will lay down my life for Your sake” (John 13:37). Jesus then told Peter that He would soon deny Him three times. In Matthew Peter said, “Even if all are made to stumble because of You, I will never be made to stumble” (Matt 26:33). These are important verses as we discuss the restoration of Peter.

Later as Peter and John were in the courtyard of the high priest, Peter denied the Lord three times. “Now Simon Peter stood and warmed himself. Therefore they said to him, ‘You are not also one of His disciples, are you?’ He denied it and said, ‘I am not!’ One of the servants of the high priest, a relative of him whose ear Peter cut off, said, ‘Did I not see you in the garden with Him?’ Peter then denied again; and immediately a rooster crowed” (18:25-27). Matthew tells us, “And Peter remembered the word of Jesus who had said to him, ‘Before the rooster crows, you will deny Me three times.’ So he went out and wept bitterly” (Matt 26:75).

We next see Peter as he and John rush to the empty tomb (John 20:3). Finally, earlier in this chapter Peter and six other disciples go fishing. When John recognized the Lord, Peter swam to shore ahead of the other disciples (21:3, 7).

A.
Love (John 13:37; Matt 26:33; 1 Cor 13:1-3; 2 Cor 5:14; 1 John 4:19; Gal 5:6)

Three times in these verses Jesus asks Peter if he loves Him. The Greek word Jesus used for love, the first two times, means, “to love dearly, to be well pleased, and to be contented at or with a thing.” Jesus was asking Peter if He was the most important Person in his life. Did Peter love Jesus dearly? Was he satisfied with Jesus? This is a good question for us to ask ourselves!

Before we get to Peter’s answers let’s consider a couple of issues. First, notice Jesus’ first question, “Simon, son of Jonah, do you love Me more than these?” What are the “these” to which Jesus referred? Some believe that since Peter was a fisherman, and he had recently gone fishing, the “these” were fish. But I believe it is better to consider the “these” in light of some of Peter’s earlier boasts. Remember Peter boasted, “I will lay down my life for Your sake” (John 13:37). And, “Even if all are made to stumble because of You, I will never be made to stumble” (Mat 26:33). In other words Jesus is asking Peter if his love was greater than the other disciples’ love. 

The second is the issue of love itself. I believe Jesus is teaching that love for Jesus is the highest and most noble motivation in service. Consider the words of the Apostle Paul, “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I have become sounding brass or a clanging cymbal. And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, but have not love, it profits me nothing” (1 Cor 13:1-3). “For the love of Christ compels us” (2 Cor 5:14). Christ’s love for Paul motivated Paul’s service. Jesus’ love for Paul resulted in Paul’s love for Jesus. “We love Him because He first loved us” (1 John 4:19). Religious works are meaningless. “For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision avails anything, but faith working through love” (Gal 5:6). Our service is most pleasing when it issues from a heart that is deeply in love and content with Jesus.
Now, let’s consider the way Peter answers the Lord’s first two questions. Each time he said, “Yes, Lord; You know that I love You.” It is interesting to note that Peter does not use the same Greek word for love that Jesus did. Peter used a different word for love. It is a word that means to love as a friend. He answers Jesus, “Lord, You know I’m your friend.” Peter’s failures have humbled him. He is no longer the boastful man that he was. He doesn’t trust himself anymore. Now he’s in a good position for the Lord to use him.

Jesus changes His question the third time. “He said to him the third time, ‘Simon, son of Jonah, do you love Me?” This time Jesus asks Peter, “Are you My friend?” Peter is now frustrated and answers, “Lord, You know all things; You know that I love You.” In other words, “Lord, You know I’m your friend.” “The best thing [Peter] can do is to say to the Lord that he has an affection for Him and that the Lord knows he has this affection. He is not bragging now for he realizes that the Lord knows his heart—that he has a real affection in his heart for Him.”


B.
Labor

Jesus restores Peter to service. After each question Jesus gives Peter a job to do. Peter is to “feed My lambs,” “tend My sheep,” and “feed My sheep.” Although similar, Dr. McGee believes there is a difference in meaning.

“Feed my lambs. Let me give you a better translation: ‘Be grazing my baby lambs’—the word for lambs is diminutive, which means little baby lambs. ‘Simon Peter, if you love Me I want you to go and graze the little baby lambs; I want you to feed them.’ Many Christians seem to think He said, ‘Be criticizing My little lambs.’ But He has not given you that commission, friend. He says feed them.”

“Feed my sheep. Actually it is not that at all, but rather, ‘Shepherd the sheep’—that is the word that is used. We want you to notice something, and this is interesting: He says, ‘feed’ the little baby lambs but ‘shepherd or discipline’ the sheep. In our day we have this truth in reverse; we want to discipline the young—that is our method, and we feel as if we should ‘teach’ the old folk. My friend that is not His method. We are to feed the lambs and shepherd or discipline the older sheep. Do you know why? It is because the little lambs follow the sheep; hence the older sheep must be disciplined.”

“Feed my sheep—here it has the meaning ‘be grazing my sheep.’ You see, the sheep need feeding also. Milton suffered the loss of a friend, a young minister, who was drowned in the Irish Channel, in crossing; and Milton wrote a poem . . . in which he made this statement: ‘The hungry sheep look up and are not fed.’ In this line he was referring to the pulpit in his day—he might well have been writing of a future day which is ours.”

II.
The revelation (vv. 18-19)

Now Jesus reveals to Peter that his love and labor for the Lord will lead to his martyrdom. “In old age Peter was tied to a cross and had his hands stretched out. Obedience to Jesus’ command, Follow Me, is the key issue in every Christian’s life. As Jesus followed the Father’s will, so His disciples should follow their Lord whether the path leads to a cross or to some other difficult experience” (Bible Knowledge Commentary).

III.
The refutation (vv. 20-23)

“Peter, having been informed about God’s plan for his life, naturally wondered what the future held for his friend John, the disciple whom Jesus loved. Jesus sharply rebuked Peter for being curious about God’s will for another’s life: What is that to you? You must follow Me. Some disciples can be easily distracted by unnecessary questions about God’s secret will; as a result they neglect God’s plainly revealed will. God’s plans for Christians vary and His reasons are not often made known. Peter was to commit himself to God’s plain commands to him” (Bible Knowledge Commentary).

IV.
The reputation (vv. 24-25)

The gospel of John was written by an eyewitness of the works and words of Jesus. The author wrote under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. The reputation of the author is impeccable. 

“We have no fear in taking verse 25 literally! Jesus is God and is therefore infinite. There is no limit to the meaning of His words or to the number of His works. While He was here on earth, He was still the Upholder of all things—the sun, moon, and stars. Who could ever describe all that is involved in keeping the universe in motion? Even in His miracles on earth, we have only the barest description. In a simple act of healing, think of the nerves, muscles, blood corpuscles, and other members that He controlled. Think of His direction of germs, fishes, animal life. Think of His guidance in the affairs of men. Think of His control over the atomic structure of every bit of matter in the universe. Could the world itself possibly contain the books to describe such infinite details? The answer is an emphatic ‘No” (Believer’s Bible Commentary).
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