
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Loving God 
 

John 21:1-19 
 

Brett Younger 
Senior Minister 

 
 

April 28, 2019 
 

The Second Sunday of Easter  
 
 

 
 
  

 



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’m going fishing.”  
They said to him, “We’ll 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 didn’t 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’ll find some.”  
So they cast it, and now they weren’t able to haul 

it in because there were so many fish.   
That disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, 

“It’s 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 weren’t 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’ve 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 wasn’t 
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.”  
              - John 21:1-19 

  
 The Gospel of John does not end the way we 
might expect it to end.  The book does not close with, 
“And they lived happily ever after.”  The story ends 
with Jesus asking questions.  From start to finish, 
Jesus asks hard questions.  His first recorded words 
are questions to his anxious mother:  “Why were you 
searching for me?  Didn’t you know I would be in my 
Father’s house?”  And in his last anguished cry from 
the cross, Jesus asks, “God, why have you forsaken 
me?” 
 Jesus asks direct, uncomfortable questions:  
“Who are you looking for?”  “What do you want?”  
“What do you want from me?”  “Who do people think 
I am?”  “Who do you think I am?”   

Jesus expects answers, and is willing to wait.  His 
questions are serious.  They push us to search for 
truth, force us to think about who we are, and press us 
to act on what we think we believe.   



 The last question Jesus asked may be the most 
discomforting, “Do you love me?”  Not many 
questions are more difficult than, “Do we love 
Jesus?”  How hard would it be to be on the receiving 
end of this question three times?  Do you love Jesus at 
all?  Do you love Jesus more than these?  Do you 
really love Jesus? 

This question is what keeps the fourth gospel 
from ending “and they lived happily ever after.” 
Stories that end “and they lived happily ever after” 
are not real.  Life does not work that way.   

How many years did Hansel and Gretel spend in 
therapy, dealing with anger at their father’s passive-
aggressive behavior?  Did Cinderella wonder if her 
prince loved her for who she really was?  Did Snow 
White’s prince think about other beauties he had seen 
sleeping in caskets in the forest?  What happened to 
those three little pigs after they grew up to become 
three fat hogs sharing one small brick house?  This 
gospel rings true, because the ending does not sound 
anything like “and they lived happily ever after.”   

At what they thought was the end, the disciples 
are almost relieved.  They have taken a few years and 
followed Jesus.  They listened to Jesus tell wonderful 
stories. They watched Jesus act with incredible 
kindness.  But they also had to travel from town to 
town without enough rest. They were caught in the 
middle of disputes between Jesus and the religious 



leaders. They misunderstood what Jesus was about to 
the point of deserting him.   

In their old age they might become nostalgic for 
the days when they had followed Jesus, but for now 
they will return to normal life.  They go back to what 
they know best.  Peter says it as if it is an original 
idea:  “Let’s go fishing.”  (One of my cousins lives by 
the aphorism, “A bad day fishing is better than a good 
day at work.”)   

They fish on the lake where Jesus first invited 
them to follow.  During their extended sabbatical they 
must have lost their touch, because they do not catch 
a thing.  But just as the sun is starting to rise, they see 
a familiar stranger on the beach:  “You boys haven’t 
caught anything, have you?”   

Peter tries to think of a clever comeback, but all 
he comes up with is “No.”   

“Drop your nets on the other side and see what 
happens.” 

These fishermen are scientists.  They study the 
water, waves, and weather.  They know this will not 
make any difference, but they throw their nets, and 
the muscles of their arms tighten under the weight of 
the fish.  They catch such a slew of fish that the boat 
almost sinks. 
 Maybe it is just a coincidence that Jesus spots the 
fish, but Peter thinks something holy is happening.  
Peter throws on a shirt, jumps into the lake, and flails 
his way to the shore.  The other disciples stay put.  



They think it is holy, too, but someone has to bring in 
the profit that is covering the bottom of the boat.   
 When they get to shore, they smell the charcoal 
fire.  The last time Peter smelled charcoal was when 
he was hiding in the courtyard on the night before 
Jesus was crucified.   

Jesus says, “Let’s cook some fish.”   
Peter, always first in line, hauls the net ashore.   

Jesus presides as cook and host at the only breakfast 
in the gospels.  This is breakfast at the truck stop after 
a long night on the interstate—pancakes and syrup.  
This is breakfast around the campfire—bacon sizzling 
in the morning chill.  This is breakfast–communion.  
Jesus takes bread, breaks it, and serves the disciples a 
home-cooked meal of friendship, goodness, and love.  
 If the story ended here, it might close “and they 
lived happily after,” but this is not a fairy tale.  Jesus’ 
feeding of the disciples is a prelude to the command 
to feed others.  When they finish breakfast, Jesus 
turns to Simon Peter and asks, “Simon, do you love 
me more than these?”   

Jesus sweeps his hand toward the boat, nets, and 
fish: “Simon, are you prepared to give up all of this to 
love others?” 
 Peter remembers what he said on the night before 
the cross:  “I’ll lay down my life for you.”   

Then Peter was caught in the courtyard and 
denied everything.  Now the old cockiness is gone.  



There is genuine humility in the big fisherman’s 
voice: “You know that I love you.”   

Jesus says, “Feed my sheep.”  
 Three times Jesus asks, “Simon, do you love 
me?”   

Three times Peter responds, “Yes, you know that 
I do.”   

Three times Jesus directs Peter to care for the 
sheep.    
 When Peter denied Jesus it sounded something 
like this:  “I don’t really know the man that well.  I’m 
not with his group.  I try to be generous and tolerant 
to the unfortunate: to the hungry and poor, illegal 
immigrants, the handicapped that make us 
uncomfortable, the great mass of people who aren’t 
part of our group.  I’m nice to those people, because I 
hate prejudice and discrimination, but I’m not one of 
them, I’m with you.  I’m with the acceptable people, 
the people we hang around with.  I’m in the regular 
crowd.  I don’t really know him or any of his friends.”   

When Peter talks about the distance between 
himself and Jesus, he reveals the distance he keeps 
from the people Jesus loves.  When we distance 
ourselves from the people God loves, we distance 
ourselves from God.    
 Peter promises to feed the sheep, and love God’s 
people.  This would be a nice place for “and they 
lived happily after” but Jesus refuses to let the story 
end warm and fuzzy.  He tells Peter: “It’s not over.  



It’s only getting started.  Now you have to get to 
work.  You have to follow. You have to love others 
until it kills you.” 
 If Jesus has not already ruined Peter’s day by 
telling him that he has only just begun to follow, 
Jesus certainly ruins Peter’s day when he tells Peter 
that the result of loving others will be his death.  This 
story does not end happily ever after, because this is 
the story of beginning again and again and again to 
care for hurting people. 
 Do you and I love God?  The test is still the same.  
We love God when we love others.   

One of the reasons that the church spends so 
much time and energy arguing over institutional 
concerns is that the test Christ offered is so simple.  If 
we love God, we will care for those who need our 
help.  This is also why some churches are more 
interested in counting sheep than feeding them.  If we 
love God, we will care for those who need our help. 

This means that there are people who think of 
themselves as religious, but who have never begun to 
love.  And there are people who do not think of 
themselves as religious who love others like God 
does.  We should struggle with the question of how 
much we love God, because it is not easy.  Serving 
others gets in the way of what we want to do.   
 One Monday at lunch a group of teachers in the 
faculty lounge start talking about their summers.   



One says, “We’re going to Hawaii.  I’m going to 
lie on the beach and not think about third graders.”   

Others talk about their plans to get as far away 
from work as possible—a trip to London, a cruise to 
Alaska.   

Finally, they ask the only teacher who has not 
said anything about what she is doing during the 
summer.   

She is reluctant to talk, but then she says, “Your 
summers sound great.  My plans don’t sound nearly 
so interesting, but I’ve made of list of several things 
I’m looking forward to.  “Our church has a work day 
with Habitat for Humanity in June.  I need to swing a 
hammer about once a year.  We have a Bible camp 
for children.  It’s been a while since I told the story of 
Jesus, so I’m going to volunteer a day or two.  I’m 
going through my closet to find clothes to take to our 
thrift store, then I’ll probably buy clothes at our thrift 
store.  The proceeds go to anti-trafficking causes. And 
this sounds weird, but I’m tired of handing one dollar 
bills to homeless people.  My plan is to get a stack of 
tens.  I’ll give the person a ten and ask how long 
they’ve lived in New York.  I want to have some real 
conversations.  And this doesn’t sound like it belongs 
on a summer to-do list, but there are new people at 
my church who look interesting.  I’m planning to see 
if any of them want to go to lunch on Sundays.  A 
cruise to Alaska sounds like big fun, but I like my list, 
too.” 



The love that cares for others is not worried about 
being impressive, is not after applause, and does not 
choose carefully whom it will serve.  The love that 
cares for others does not care about attention, because 
that love flows out of our love for God.   
 If we love as God loves, we will discover 
something surprising.  We will find that when we 
feed one another, God feeds us. Loving others is the 
way in which we feel God’s presence, the way in 
which our lives have meaning—even though it can be 
hard.     
 Why would we want to spend our time caring for 
others?  Why would we keep looking after the sick 
when they do not always get better?  Why would we 
worry about the poor when we know they are going to 
keep being poor? 

The answer is that hurting people hold a blessing 
for us, a blessing that we need.  We usually 
understand that we become Christians through God’s 
love, but what we may not see as clearly is that the 
invitation to care for others is also a gift of God’s 
love.  We need hurting people because it is in caring 
for the hurting that we love God.  God’s blessing 
comes to us from those who need our help.  They 
show us God and give us life.   
 “Do we love God?”  This is how we answer 
“yes.”  Spend time with the old and young.  Learn the 
names of kindergarteners.  Ask a middle schooler 



about her plans for the summer.  Pray for all kinds of 
needy people.   

Give money to Plymouth, then push the church to 
share the money with the needy.  Listen to the lonely.  
Encourage the weary.  Forgive your enemies.   

Smile at those who frown.  Ask your co-worker if 
she has ever wanted to go to church.  Be a good 
friend.  Be family for those without one.  Be 
courageous.   

Jesus asks hard questions:  “Are you caring for 
others? Are you helping?  Do you love God?” 

The ending of John’s Gospel is not happily ever 
after, because it is not an ending, but the possibility of 
a beginning.  God calls us to follow wherever there 
are needy people—our work, our homes, our church.  
We need God’s blessing, and God’s children are 
waiting to bless us.   
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