
JOHN 21.1-19  1 

Do I Love You More Than What? 
John 21.1-19 Dr. David B. Hartman Jr. 
April 10, 2016 First Christian Church Wichita Falls, Texas 
 

After these things Jesus showed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of Tiberias; and 
he showed himself in this way. Gathered there together were Simon Peter, Thomas called the 
Twin, Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples. Simon 
Peter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said to him, “We will go with you.” They went 
out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing. Just after daybreak, Jesus stood on 
the beach; but the disciples did not know that it was Jesus. Jesus said to them, “Children, you 
have no fish, have you?” They answered him, “No.” He said to them, “Cast the net to the right 
side of the boat, and you will find some.” So they cast it, and now they were not able to haul it 
in because there were so many fish. That disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the 
Lord!” When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on some clothes, for he was naked, 
and jumped into the sea. But the other disciples came in the boat, dragging the net full of fish, 
for they were not far from the land, only about a hundred yards off. When they had gone ashore, 
they saw a charcoal fire there, with fish on it, and bread. Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the 
fish that you have just caught.” So Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of 
large fish, a hundred fifty-three of them; and though there were so many, the net was not torn. 
Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” Now none of the disciples dared to ask him, 
“Who are you?” because they knew it was the Lord. Jesus came and took the bread and gave it 
to them, and did the same with the fish. This was now the third time that Jesus appeared to the 
disciples after he was raised from the dead. 

When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you 
love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to 
him, “Feed my lambs.” A second time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” 
He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” He 
said to him the third time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt hurt because he said 
to him the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you 
know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. Very truly, I tell you, when you were 
younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to go wherever you wished. But when you grow 
old, you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take 
you where you do not wish to go.” (He said this to indicate the kind of death by which he would 
glorify God.) After this he said to him, “Follow me.” 

 
Our scripture reading today comes from the last chapter of the Gospel of 

John. It has long been understood that Chapter 21 was written sometime after the 

rest of the Gospel; many think its author wrote it to take account of the death of 

Peter. One of the many fascinating things about the Gospel of John is the place of 
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Peter. In the Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, Peter is clearly regarded as 

first among the apostles, despite his many faults and flaws. But in John’s Gospel, 

the leading apostle is someone referred to as “the disciple whom Jesus loved,” or 

“the Beloved Disciple.” The Church has historically identified the Beloved 

Disciple as John, the brother of James—the fishermen sons of Zebedee—and 

though I personally agree with that, it is not a universal consensus. 

At every point in the Gospel of John, the Beloved Disciple is depicted as 

smarter than Peter, braver than Peter, and more faithful than Peter. For example, 

in the Upper Room the night Jesus was arrested, Peter loudly proclaimed that, 

regardless of what anyone else did, he would never abandon Jesus. As Peter 

pontificated, the Beloved Disciple was by Jesus’ side [John 13.23]. After Jesus 

was arrested, Peter denied knowing him three times [John 18.25-27] and then 

went into hiding. The next morning, the Beloved Disciple stood at the foot of the 

cross, and it was to him that Jesus entrusted the care of his mother, Mary [John 

19.26-27]. When Mary Magdalene told Peter and the Beloved Disciple that Jesus 

had risen from the tomb, they raced there. The Beloved Disciple got there first. 

Even though most of the early church believed that Peter was the “rock” upon 

whom Jesus would build his church, the author of John’s Gospel believed that the 

Beloved Disciple was, in fact, a better apostle—a better man—than Peter. 

 We may not think that the apostles of Jesus had issues with each other, but 

they were human, and they did. You can see evidence of that their bickering—

even their jealousy—in Paul’s letter to the Galatians, when he refers to Peter and 

John and James as “so-called pillars of the church” [Galatians 2.9]. In fact, in the 

early church, there were great tensions between those who, like Paul, wanted to 

evangelize the Gentiles (a Gentile was anyone who was non-Jewish), and those 
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who believed that only practicing Jews could became a part of the Church of 

Jesus Christ. That camp, which was called “the Judaizers” and led by Jesus’ 

brother James (not to be confused with James, the brother of John), held that if 

you were a Gentile and wanted to become part of Christ’s Church, you had to 

become Jewish first, which meant (among many other things) circumcision for 

men, along with adherence to dietary laws, which meant (for example) no pork or 

shellfish. Paul thought the position of the Judaizers was wrong on every level, 

and that Jews and Gentiles alike could be part of Christ’s Church: “In Christ, 

there is neither Jew nor Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor female, for 

you are all one in Christ Jesus,” Paul wrote [Galatians 3.28]. Poor Peter kind of 

went back and forth between the two camps, between Paul and James, trying to 

mediate, with nominal success. In his letter to the Galatians, Paul said Peter was 

perfectly happy to eat with Gentile Christians until some folks from James’ 

delegation showed up, and Peter—who had already had a vision that Christians 

could eat whatever they wanted [Acts 10.9-16]—suddenly got very standoffish. 

Paul thought such waffling was cowardly [Galatians 2.11-14]. Incidentally, when 

you read Galatians, you’ll see the name “Cephas” rather than “Peter,” though 

Peter and Cephas are the same person. Cephas is the Aramaic word for “rock.” 

Aramaic—a dialect of Hebrew—was the native language of Jesus and the first 

disciples, though as part of the Roman Empire, they would also have been 

conversant in koine Greek [Latin was the language of high Roman officialdom]. 

In the New Testament letter that James, the brother of Jesus, wrote, James says 

that “faith without works is dead” [James 2.14-26], a clear shot at Paul’s teaching 

that salvation is by God’s grace alone, through faith, rather than by good deeds. 

So, if there are all these disagreements among the early pillars of the Church—
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among Peter and the Beloved Disciple and Paul and James—how come their 

writings are all in the New Testament? Because they were united in being 

disciples of the Lord Jesus Christ. They each had a witness to bear, a part to play. 

They were not saints in a stained glass window. They were human beings, with 

all the flaws that human beings have. That said, they were also the ones who 

were sent forth to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Being a Christian means 

following Jesus Christ. It does not mean agreeing with everything our fellow 

Christians say, God bless their pea-picking little hearts. We believe in unity, not 

unanimity. We can disagree with other in love. Shortly before his death, Dr. 

Martin Luther King, Jr. said, “I am a sinner, like all of God’s children. But I want 

to be a good man.” Peter, Paul, James, and the Beloved Disciple were all sinners, 

and all wanted to be good for Christ. So should we all. 

 After the resurrection, most of Jesus’ original disciples left Jerusalem and 

went back home to Galilee. Jesus had risen from the dead—that was glorious, but 

what were they supposed to do next? One evening, Peter announced that he was 

going fishing. That’s what he’d been doing three years earlier, when Jesus invited 

Peter, his brother Andrew and their fishing partners, the brothers James and John, 

sons of Zebedee, to leave their nets behind, follow him, and fish for people. But 

Peter’s return to his old vocation, his old mode of living, was luckless until 

sunrise the next morning. Jesus called out to them from the beach, “Children, did 

you catch any fish?” At first they didn’t know it was Jesus. This happens in 

several accounts of the Resurrection. Those who loved Jesus in life didn’t always 

recognize him, at first, after he had risen from the dead. In the Gospel of John, 

when Mary Magdalene sees the risen Christ, she thinks at first that he’s the 

gardener. She doesn’t realize he’s actually her beloved Jesus until he says her 
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name, “Mary” [John 20.15-16]. In the Gospel of Luke, the risen Christ walks 

with two disciples on the road to Emmaus, and along the way he teaches them the 

scripture, but they don’t recognize him until he breaks the bread and shares the 

cup with them; they recognize him in the act of communion [Luke 24.13-35]. We 

can hear about Jesus second-hand in all kinds of places. But for many of us, there 

will be some incident, some precipitating event that causes us to know him 

firsthand — to know, with all of our heart, that Jesus Christ is alive, know us, 

loves us, and wants to be in our lives. 

In today’s scripture, that precipitating event occurred when Jesus called out 

from the beach and told them to casts their nets “on the right side of the boat.” 

They did, and the haul was astounding. In other words, they recognized the living 

Christ when they listened to his words and tried something different from what 

they had been doing. That happens with a lot of people. Doing what Jesus says—

casting our nets on the right side of the boat—changes our lives for the better. As 

the disciples pulled in the amazing haul of fish, it was the Beloved Disciple who 

suddenly realized that the one on the beach who told them to try something 

different was Jesus himself. “It’s the Lord!” he said to Peter. Peter immediately 

put on his clothes and dove into the sea and started swimming. You can almost 

see the author of John’s Gospel saying: “You see what I’m talking about? Who 

gets dressed in order to go swimming? That one!” Peter may have been one of 

those “Ready! Fire! Aim!” type of guys. But right or wrong, he was always 

enthusiastic about the Lord Jesus. 

 Jesus served them breakfast. Afterwards, he asked Peter the same question 

three times. Bear in mind a couple of things. #1, Peter’s given name was Simon 

bar Jona, which means “Simon, son of John.” As we’ve already mentioned, 
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“Peter” (or “Cephas”) means “rock.” It was an affectionate nickname Jesus gave 

him when he correctly identified who Jesus was: “You are the Christ, the Son of 

the living God” [Matthew 16.16]. That was the first Christian confession, which 

made Peter the first Christian. Since he was the first, Jesus said, to him, “You are 

the rock on whom I will build my church.” But the night Jesus was arrested, and 

Peter denied knowing him three times, he was less rock than jello. 

On the beach, the risen Christ didn’t call him by his nickname, but by his 

full, formal given name: Simon bar Jona, “Simon, son of John.” When I was 

growing up, if my mother addressed me by my full name—“David Booth 

Hartman, Jr.”—I knew I was in trouble. Jesus asked him, “Simon, son of John, 

do you love me more than these?” Some have speculated that what Jesus was 

referring to was the whole ambience of Galilee—the fishing nets, the boats, the 

water, the old, familiar way of life: “Peter, do you love me more than these?” But 

Jesus could also have been referring to the other apostles. “Do you love me more 

than they do?”  

 Here’s a second thing to note. We talked about this scripture at last 

Wednesday’s midweek communion service. Howard Morris pointed out 

something that I hadn’t realized, and we checked it out. The books of the New 

Testament were originally written in a type of Greek called koine. In koine 

Greek, there are different words for different types of love. There is “philia,” 

which means deep friendship, brotherly or sisterly love. The name “Philadelphia” 

means “the city of brotherly love.” “Eros” means a love arising from deep 

physical attraction. Eros often leads to intense, emotionally charged relationships, 

and sometimes to marriage. A third type of love is “sorge,” which means the 

deep, often anxious love parents feel for their children. And the fourth type of 
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love is called “agape.” You rarely see “agape” in ancient Greek outside of the 

New Testament. Agape love is divine love. It means that the love of God so fills 

us that it overflows onto everyone around. When Jesus asked the question, 

“Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” the word Jesus used for 

love was agape: “Peter, do you love me with that overflowing love that comes 

from God?” But when Peter answered, “Yes, Lord, you know I love you,” the 

word that Peter used for love was philia, the word for brotherly love, deep 

friendship. “Yes, Lord, I love you; you are my best bud!” Jesus said, “Feed my 

lambs.” By lambs, Jesus meant his “flock,” the new disciples who would begin to 

form the Church. Jesus asked again, “Simon, son of John, do you love me more 

than these?” Again, Jesus used the term agape, divine love. Again, Peter 

responded with the word “philia.” “Yes, Lord, you know I love you. We’re BFFs. 

We’re Best Friends Forever. I got your back, bro.” “Then tend my sheep,” Jesus 

said. Take care of my flock, shepherd my people. Jesus asked him one more time, 

“Simon, son of John, do you love me?” And what is notable is that the third time, 

Jesus didn’t use the word “agape” for love. He used “philia.” It was as if Jesus 

was acknowledging that spiritually and emotionally this was as deep as Peter 

could go—philia, not agape; deep, loving friendship, but not divine love. But 

even if that was the best Peter had at that time, he could still take care of the 

lambs that belonged to Jesus. 

Peter was grieved because Jesus asked him if loved him three times. He cried 

out, “Lord you know everything. You know I love you!” And Jesus said one 

more time, “Feed my sheep.” But then, he said something else. He said that 

someday Peter wouldn’t be able to walk where he wanted; that someday he 

would stretch out his arms and be carried some place he didn’t want to go. He 
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was referring of course, to Peter’s death. And then Jesus said to him, “Follow 

me.” It was the same invitation he had given three years before. 

 For some thirty years after that, Peter did follow Jesus. He was a beloved 

pastor. He headed the church in Jerusalem, and was succeeded in that position by 

James, the brother of Jesus. Peter, the most renowned of the apostles, went from 

church to church, caring for the flocks he found there. At the end of his life, he 

was pastoring the Christians in Rome, a very dangerous thing. He and Paul were 

both killed in Rome during the great persecution of the Emperor Nero. Because 

Paul was a Roman citizen, he was not subject to crucifixion, but got the 

somewhat more humane execution of having his head cut off. Peter was not a 

Roman citizen, so he, like his Lord, was crucified to death. There is a very 

reliable tradition that he was crucified upside down because he said he didn’t 

deserve to die as his Lord had. The cowardly lion who denied knowing Jesus 

three times the night before his crucifixion became a great lion of courage—an 

Aslan—on behalf of his risen Lord. Peter grew into the name Jesus had given 

him. He became a Rock. 

Peter wasn’t the theologian that Paul was. He wasn’t the metaphysician that 

the Beloved Disciple was. He wasn’t the administrator that James, Jesus’ brother, 

was. He wasn’t as bold as Thomas, who founded a church in far-away India. But 

he fed his Lord’s lambs, and he tended his Lord’s sheep, and he loved his Lord’s 

flock until he died. 

Once you come to know that our risen Lord Jesus Christ lives, knows you 

and loves you, then listen for what he wants you to do. He has a calling for you. 

It begins when he says, “Follow me.” Even if you don’t understand him, he 

always understands you.        Amen. 
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