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Gospel of John: 
Fishermen or Fishers of men
John 21:1-14
Context
Many consider the final chapter of John’s gospel account to be an appendix to the primary portion of his writing.   The bulk of his argument for writing the account has been summed up with his purpose statement in John 20:30-31.  However, to think that this chapter is an add-on or to not carry much weight would be a mistake.  It serves as a fitting conclusion to the inspired text and answers a number of lingering questions.  
Several of the key questions and takeaways include: how the Lord does not bless disobedience, how He lovingly leads us to repentance, and how He blesses obedience.  This chapter will also look at how Peter is restored after His denial.  The thrice denial of Peter was not the end of his story and ministry.  Additionally, we will see how the disciples are commissioned and empowered to function without the physical presence of Christ in their midst.  
The Lord had provided for all their needs during the prior three years.  Would He be just as faithful in the future?  These questions are answered in this final chapter.
Although starting to drift back into their former manner of life, Christ would see to it that they would understand their commission to be fishers of men and not fishermen.  
2 Gospel Ministry Options
The wrong way: their own strength
John 21:1-5—After these things Jesus manifested Himself again to the disciples at the Sea of Tiberias, and He manifested Himself in this way. 2 Simon Peter, and Thomas called Didymus, and Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, and the sons of Zebedee, and two others of His disciples were together. 3 Simon Peter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said to him, “We will also come with you.” They went out and got into the boat; and that night they caught nothing. 4 But when the day was now breaking, Jesus stood on the beach; yet the disciples did not know that it was Jesus. 5 So Jesus said to them, “Children, you do not have any fish, do you?” They answered Him, “No.”
Weakness and failure
After these things
Unspecified amount of time
After the events in ch 20
Jesus manifested Himself to the disciples
He was not otherwise recognizable
Post-resurrection, it required Jesus to reveal Himself to people in His physical state
21:14—This is now the third time that Jesus was manifested to the disciples, after He was raised from the dead.
It was also true of Him spiritually 
1 Corinthians 12:3—Therefore I make known to you that no one speaking by the Spirit of God says, “Jesus is accursed”; and no one can say, “Jesus is Lord,” except by the Holy Spirit.
1 Corinthians 2:14—But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised. 
Romans 3:10-12—as it is written, “THERE IS NONE RIGHTEOUS, NOT EVEN ONE; 11 THERE IS NONE WHO UNDERSTANDS, THERE IS NONE WHO SEEKS FOR GOD; 12 ALL HAVE TURNED ASIDE, TOGETHER THEY HAVE BECOME USELESS; THERE IS NONE WHO DOES GOOD, THERE IS NOT EVEN ONE.”
1 Corinthians 1:18, 30-31—For the word of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. … 30 But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification, and redemption, 31 so that, just as it is written, “LET HIM WHO BOASTS, BOAST IN THE LORD.”
The sea of Tiberias—AKA the Sea of Galilee
Sea of Chinnereth (Numbers 34:11; Joshua 13:27)
Lake of Gennesaret (Luke 56:1)
When John is writing, it’s called the Sea of Tiberias
Came from the city of Tiberias on the western shore
Founded by Herod Antipas in honor of the Emperor (Luke 3:1)
The seven apostles here
Simon Peter leading the charge
Always listed first
General leadership responsibility
The others: Thomas called Didymus, Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, and the sons of Zebedee, two other disciples (likely Andrew and Phillip)
NOTE: They were not where they were supposed to be
Jesus had commanded them to wait at the mountain
Matthew 28:16—But the eleven disciples proceeded to Galilee, to the mountain which Jesus had designated. 
Instead, they decide to go fishing
Discontented Peter didn’t want to wait any longer
Peter was impulsive
He was a man of action
This was not recreational fishing; rather commercial
16:32—Behold, an hour is coming, and has already come, for you to be scattered, each to his own home, and to leave Me alone; and yet I am not alone, because the Father is with Me.
[In the original Greek, there is no word “home”.  The idea is a person’s home, property, possessions and affairs.[footnoteRef:1]] [1:  John MacArthur, The MacAruthur NT Commentary, John 12-21, 390.] 

Cf. 1 Thessalonians 4:11—and to make it your ambition to lead a quiet life and attend to your own business and work with your hands, just as we commanded you
Boat—likely a specific boat (Peter’s) 
v15a— So when they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you love Me more than these?”…
[“These” likely is referring to the boats, nets, and other items related to the fishing business]
The Lord is calling him to a life of total commitment to serve Him without going back to the former things
The other disciples follow the leader (leaders lead)
v3—We will also come with you.
Fishing was familiar to these men (except Thomas)
They did it well and profitably
All seven were in
That night, they caught nothing (Why?)
Experienced fishermen 
They knew that nighttime was the best time to catch fish
However, this night they came up empty handed
This was an object lesson for each of them
What they were formerly good at would be laid aside for something far greater and eternal
There is nothing wrong with fishing; however, this is not what the Lord had planned for these men
They were chosen by God to be fishers of men
Matthew 4:19-20—And He said to them, “Follow Me, and I will make you fishers of men.” 20 Immediately they left their nets and followed Him. 
Luke 9:23—And He was saying to them all, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross daily and follow Me. 
Daylight is breaking; dejected at the prospects; they’re headed back
Jesus is there waiting for them
He stood on the beach
The disciples did not know it was Jesus
Jesus asks a question (remember Jesus doesn’t ask questions for information): Children, you do not have any fish, do you?  
The question is a set up for them to make an acknowledgement; to make a confession  
They acknowledge their failed attempt
They did not do what the Lord had required of them, and they are humbled to recognize that anything else would only result in failure
God requires perfect obedience 
Even out of their disobedience, the Lord still does a miraculous act to provide for their needs
Out of their weakness and failure would come His power and strength
The right way: His strength
John 21:6-14—And He said to them, “Cast the net on the right-hand side of the boat and you will find a catch.” So they cast, and then they were not able to haul it in because of the great number of fish. 7 Therefore that disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the Lord.” So when Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put his outer garment on (for he was stripped for work), and threw himself into the sea. 8 But the other disciples came in the little boat, for they were not far from the land, but about one hundred yards away, dragging the net full of fish. 9 So when they got out on the land, they saw a charcoal fire already laid and fish placed on it, and bread. 10 Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish which you have now caught.” 11 Simon Peter went up and drew the net to land, full of large fish, a hundred and fifty-three; and although there were so many, the net was not torn. 12 Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” None of the disciples ventured to question Him, “Who are You?” knowing that it was the Lord. 13 Jesus came and took the bread and gave it to them, and the fish likewise. 14 This is now the third time that Jesus was manifested to the disciples, after He was raised from the dead.
The Lord tells them to cast the net on the right hand side of the boat
For experienced fishermen to have a bystander at the shore make such a statement might have been infuriating
They did not initially know it was Jesus
They were likely frustrated with no catch working the whole night; certainly disappointed
There must have been something authoritative about His speech or presence that caused them to obey
Their disobedience got them nothing; however, their obedience brought in a great catch
They were not able to haul it in because of the great number of fish
The Lord had prevented the fish from coming near the boat earlier
Now, the Lord redirects the fish to the right side of it
So many fish that seven guys couldn’t haul it in
The parallel account of Jesus words in Luke 5 is striking
Luke 5:1-7—Now it happened that while the crowd was pressing around Him and listening to the word of God, He was standing by the lake of Gennesaret; 2 and He saw two boats lying at the edge of the lake; but the fishermen had gotten out of them and were washing their nets. 3 And He got into one of the boats, which was Simon’s, and asked him to put out a little way from the land. And He sat down and began teaching the people from the boat. 4 When He had finished speaking, He said to Simon, “Put out into the deep water and let down your nets for a catch.” 5 Simon answered and said, “Master, we worked hard all night and caught nothing, but I will do as You say and let down the nets.” 6 When they had done this, they enclosed a great quantity of fish, and their nets began to break; 7 so they signaled to their partners in the other boat for them to come and help them. And they came and filled both of the boats, so that they began to sink. 
John says to Peter, “It is the Lord.”
John immediately recognizes the only One who can do that
Only Jesus has that kind of knowledge and power
Likely a reminder of the earlier experience with Jesus
Impulsive Simon jumps in
Working in the warm spring season, they were stripped for work
He quickly puts his outer garment on and plunges into the sea
Excited to see Jesus
Wasn’t going to wait; he swims to shore
Such a strong desire to be with Jesus
Characteristically, John was quicker to perceive; Peter was quicker to act.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid, 393] 

The other disciples are left to drag in the catch
They couldn’t haul them in the boat 
So they drag them behind the boat instead
They disembark and see a charcoal fire and breakfast prepared
This is an act of kindness on Jesus’ part
The Lord has prepared a meal for hungry men who’ve worked all night
We are not sure if Jesus created the fish or not (Cf, John 6:11-13)
Characteristic of Jesus, He served them
Luke 22:27—For who is greater, the one who reclines at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at the table? But I am among you as the one who serves.
John 13:3-4—Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into His hands, and that He had come forth from God and was going back to God, 4 got up from supper, and laid aside His garments; and taking a towel, He girded Himself.
Jesus: Bring some of the fish which you have now caught
The meal was started with what Jesus had underway
More of the breakfast would come from the catch
Simon Peter: went up and drew the net to land
The net was full of large fish—153 
All six of the remaining guys struggled to get it to shore
But here, Peter hauls it by himself to land
Clearly, he was pretty strong
Why the detail on the number of fish?
Evidence of first-hand account
Very likely the astonishment of seasoned guys saying, I can’t believe it didn’t break.  So, how many do you think are there?  
There were more fish here than they needed for the breakfast
God’s provision for them went way beyond the current need
Future provisions for either themselves and/or their families or for selling and living off the proceeds
Jesus: come have breakfast
Come, sit, and eat with Me
This is a call from the Lord to join in full fellowship
Disciples: none of them ventured to question Him
They seemed to be overwhelmed with the whole experience such that they weren’t eating nor acting on His invitation
Perhaps because they were feeling guilty from their disobedience or simply the awed by His presence with them
Maybe both
They weren’t asking who it was because it could only be the Lord
Jesus: comes and gives them the food—eat
We don’t have details on what was discussed at the meal
Although, John does pick up the narrative with the restoration of Peter 
This is the third time that Jesus was manifested to the disciples after the resurrection
That is, the third time as recorded in John’s gospel 
The other two: John  20:19-23; John 20:26-29


Conclusion
Their disobedience in following the Lord’s instruction resulted in failure.  Their obedience brought them overwhelming success.  The beauty of our Lord is to care for them (and us) in guiding and directing them to His will and His kingdom purposes.  Obedience always brings blessings.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid, 395] 


Genesis 22:18— In your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because you have obeyed My voice.

Exodus 19:5— Now then, if you will indeed obey My voice and keep My covenant, then you shall be My own possession among all the peoples, for all the earth is Mine; 

Isaiah 1:19—If you consent and obey, You will eat the best of the land;

John 13:17—If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them. 

James 1:25—But one who looks intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, this man will be blessed in what he does.

Revelation 22:7—And behold, I am coming quickly. Blessed is he who heeds the words of the prophecy of this book.

We will have a tendency, not unlike these men, to drift back into former ways of thinking and acting before we met the Lord.  Or to drift back into patterns that are incongruent with what the Lord has for us. 

This interaction with Jesus settled once and for all that their commission was to serve the risen Lord Jesus for the rest of their lives and to give their lives for Him.  What we see here is that the Lord uses weak and sinful people to advance His kingdom.  We are thankful for that because we fall into the same boat (pun intended). 

1 Corinthians 1:26-31— For consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble; 27 but God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong, 28 and the base things of the world and the despised God has chosen, the things that are not, so that He may nullify the things that are, 29 so that no man may boast before God.  30 But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification, and redemption, 31 so that, just as it is written, “LET HIM WHO BOASTS, BOAST IN THE LORD.”

1 Timothy 1:12-15—I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, because He considered me faithful, putting me into service, 13 even though I was formerly a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent aggressor. Yet I was shown mercy because I acted ignorantly in unbelief; 14 and the grace of our Lord was more than abundant, with the faith and love which are found in Christ Jesus. 15 It is a trustworthy statement, deserving full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, among whom I am foremost of all.   
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