
Apr. 15, 2018 – (Easter 3, John) 

Sermon Text – John 21:1-19 
 

- [Jesus] 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…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." - 

 

Most scholars believe that John originally ended his gospel at the end of chapter 20.  

That’s because the final two verses sound like the ending of a book.  “Now Jesus did 

many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book.  But 

these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of 

God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.”  The end.  But, some-

time later, it seems, either John himself, or a member or members of his community 

decided that what he had written wasn’t enough.  The book needed another chapter; 

so, they wrote one and sewed it onto the end of the scroll or tied in onto the back of 

the book.  Why?  Well, it seems there were issues.  The newly formed community of 

disciples was not performing like the authors thought it should.  So, here’s another story 

to help out, a bonus chapter to set things straight, a additional few words to get things 

going. 

 

 If I had to guess, I’d say that the problem was that just as we discovered last 

Sunday that believing is hard, discipling is even harder!  As much as they may have 

been inspired by the power of the Holy Spirit and motivated by the words of Jesus to 

go out and begin spreading the gospel of peace, and forgiveness and love, they 

didn’t get it.  Maybe they’d had enough.  Maybe they needed a break.  Maybe they 

just couldn’t manage the transition.  So, they go home to Galilee, to the sea and to 

their fishing boats.  Peter comically announces at the beginning of the story that he is 

“going fishing.”  The others chime in that they are going too.  So, off they go in the 

boat, out onto the water in the night to catch some fish.  But, something is wrong.  They 

catch nothing.  Hmm!  Did they forget how?  It had only been three years since Jesus 

had called them to follow.  And, though we don’t hear about it in any of the gospels, 

there’s no reason that they couldn’t have dropped a net now and then just to provide 

a little extra food.  But, let’s say that catching no fish is an indication of what ails the 
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community.  They’re not doing what they’re supposed to be doing, so nothing goes 

right.  It’s like the time I thought I needed to plant strawberries on Mother’s Day.  

Brenda wanted to do something else.  Those strawberries never had a chance.  I 

should have listened to her and saved the strawberries for another day.   

 

 The point of the story is that this is the moment when Jesus shows up.  He’s 

standing on the shore and watching the futile fishing.  He calls out to them, stating the 

obvious, “You haven’t caught any fish, have you?”  “No,” they answer.  “Try fishing on 

the other side of the boat,” he tells them.  They do, and they catch so many fish that 

they can’t haul the net into the boat.  Now, the writer seems to be saying, “This is what 

happens when Jesus shows up.”  God is a God who provides.  God is a God of 

abundance.  And Jesus and God are one, so here you have an amazing catch of fish, 

153 in all, and they’re all keepers!  That’s way more than enough for a small band of 

disciples.  Think back to the first of Jesus’ miracles – changing water into wine at the 

wedding in Cana.  That’s the first miracle to reveal God’s grace in abundance.  120 to 

180 gallons of wine for a wedding that is winding down.  And remember how I told you 

that in John’s gospel grace is always depicted in sensory terms.  This is what grace 

sounds like – a voice calling from the shore when you’ve caught nothing and telling 

you to cast your net on the other side of the boat, in order to gather in a huge catch!  

This is what grace feels like – dragging and hauling a net to shore that is so full of fish 

that you can’t possibly pull it into the boat.  This is what grace looks like – those 153 

large fish, which fill the net to the point of breaking.  This what grace smells like – warm 

fish and fresh bread cooking over a charcoal fire on the beach and ready to feed a 

boatload of hungry fishermen after a long night of fishing.  And this is what grace tastes 

like – that same bread and fish delivered to the hungry fishermen by their resurrected 

Lord and Savior.   

 

 Discipling is difficult.  Being a disciple is hard work.  How often don’t we wish to 

go back to the simple, easy things we know and the ways that feel familiar?  How hard 

is it to maintain the changes that occur when we catch the presence of the Holy Spirit 

and begin to move toward concrete steps to show love and care for our neighbors?  

Some of my young pastor friends have found themselves at the forefront of this work in 

Southwestern Minnesota.  I admire them for their involvement and I think the positions 

of community education and advocacy they have taken are absolutely right.  I can 

tell you that they feel called to this ministry and they have formed fast friendships and 

developed great relationships because of it.  They are doing the work of God.  They 

are being the body of Christ in a world that is still hostile to the love of God.  They are 

serving as witnesses to the good news of Jesus amid the powers of evil that would seek 
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to crucify him once again.  They are doing good work, but they are also suffering the 

effects of hostility and opposition.  They are susceptible to discouragement.  They are 

easily depressed.  They are soon to the point that they may just decide to go fishing 

rather than continue the work of Christ. 

 

 That’s where Peter is at the beginning of the story, but that is not Peter’s job.  

Jesus had appointed him to be the leader of the infant church.  He had commended 

him for his faith and declared it to be the rock on which the new community of follow-

ers would be founded.  He had called him to fish for people instead of fish.  So, Jesus 

comes to him in the midst of his discouragement and depression and disappointment 

and builds him back up, reinstating him to his former position of leadership.  Three 

times, he asks Peter, “Do you love me?”  Three times, Peter responds, “You know that I 

love you.”  And three times, Jesus recommissions him to “care for my sheep.”  It is a 

difficult conversation.  Peter’s feelings are hurt in the process.  Perhaps, he begins to 

understand his failings.  But that is not the point.  Jesus has given him work to do.  He is 

to lead Jesus’ followers.  That is his job.  Jesus lets him know that he can still do it.  He 

just needs to get started.  He just needs to put his mind to it and stop all this needless 

and unproductive fishing for fish.  And now he knows, listening to Jesus’ voice pays off.  

Jesus will provide.  And Jesus will provide in abundance, grace upon grace, like a net 

full of 153 large fish ready to be cooked and served for a glorious breakfast! 

  

                    Amen. 


