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Starting Over with a New Perspective 
(John 21:15-19) 

After Easter we anticipate Mother’s Day, Memorial Day, graduation 

parties and summertime. These are the natural rhythms present for most 

Americans. Those who enjoy sports talk about baseball or hockey, those who 

garden have at least begun digging in the dirt, while those who have a cabin 

or campsite make plans to open up for the season. Many meaningful 

activities have a beginning, middle and end.  That can also be a way one looks 

at life: childhood, adulthood, and the golden years.  But what about our faith 

lives?    

In our Scripture passage the miraculous catch of fish has already 

occurred. A quiet breakfast on the beach follows, and Jesus breaks the 

silence. “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” This tense 

moment by a charcoal fire may have reminded Peter of another such 

occasion. We’re told earlier in John’s gospel (18:17-18) that Peter was 

standing by a fire warming himself when a young girl asked him if he was 

one of Jesus’ disciples, and he answered, “I am not.”  

In some ways this conversation with Jesus is a beginning, middle and 

end for Simon Peter. The move of the Holy Spirit has not yet occurred. The 

Christian church is not even an idea, let alone an organized people. Before 

any of these developments can occur, Jesus must ask Peter where his 

loyalties lie. Much has happened in a short time. The parade has come and 

gone, the cross is blood stained, and the tomb is empty. It is time for Peter to 

redeem his relationship.  

Life is full of opportunities to learn. Another way of saying that is… we 

all make a lot of mistakes. No one gets it right every time, but the only way to 

learn is to come up short. Many sayings exist to try and teach us this valuable 

lesson. “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.” To teach is to learn twice. 

(Joseph Joubert) A fault once denied is twice committed. To err is human; 

but to blame the error on someone else is even more human.” (John Nadeau)      

Here, by the fire near the sea and surrounded by his peers, a question 

is posed to Peter: “Do you love me, more than these?” More than one option 

is available to Biblical interpretations as to what/who is being referenced 

here by the word “these,” but only two answers are a possible. Yes or no. The 

way Simon Peter answers the question determines his new perspective. 
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Verses 25-27 of John 18 include the second and third times that Simon 

Peter is asked, “You also are not one of his disciples, are you? Did I not see 

you in the garden with him?” To each question he denies knowing, being 

with, or following Jesus.  

These moments linger with the Lord and Peter, so Jesus gives him 

another chance to answer. Peter replies to Jesus, “Yes Lord, you know that I 

love you.” Then comes Jesus’ direction, “Feed my lambs.” (John 21:15) 

A second time Jesus asks Simon Peter a simplified version of the first, 

“Simon, son of John, do you love me?” No longer were “these” mentioned in 

the question. The answer Peter gives is identical to his first, “Yes Lord, you 

know that I love you.” Jesus replies, “Tend my sheep.”  

In this exchange by the fire and in front of the others, I wonder what 

the disciples thought of this interaction? Holy Scripture does not give us any 

indication that they were in sync with this literal “come to Jesus” moment 

for Peter. Following his response to the third petition, Jesus may have sensed 

something in Simon Peter so he adds, “When you were young, you used to 

dress yourself and walk wherever you wanted, but when you are old, you will 

stretch out your hands and another will dress you and carry you where you 

do not want to go.” (John 21:18). Jesus’ meaning is thus explained. 

There are many other scriptures I wish came with clarifying footnotes, 

but this passage seems to lose something with the explanation. Jesus is 

speaking of the maturation process of Simon Peter; his spiritual 

development, not just his death. The freedom that we think we have as 

children is not the same reality we face as adults. In time, we come to realize 

that we do not really control as much as we perceive ourselves controlling. 

The more we grow, the more we learn how much more we still need to grow.  

Many read this passage and immediately start explaining how Simon 

Peter would be martyred for the faith. This is the result of his earthly 

commitment to the work Jesus calls him to - tending and feeding the sheep. 

Yet before he is willing to become a leader of the Christian faith, Peter is 

reminded of how far he needs to mature before he faces his Maker. When we 

are young, we are brought to the church by another, taught simple songs, and 

encouraged to learn the basics. But as we grow, our faith also needs to 

mature, as it did for Simon Peter. 
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What I love most about this exchange is Jesus’ immediate grace toward 

Peter after the resurrection. Jesus knew Peter would likely carry the shame 

and guilt of his denial for the rest of his life unless He intervened. The point 

of the cross, after all, was that guilt and sin would no longer hold us captive. 

The Resurrection power of Jesus sought Peter out, reminding him of 

everything they had ever known in their friendship. First, Jesus once again 

confirms His love for Peter, and allows Peter to express his love in return. 

Then, He gives Peter instruction on how to further this message of love, the 

gospel. The passage ends with, “Follow me.” In many ways it is a starting 

over.  

Sometimes we wish for these moments to “wipe the slate clean,” renew 

our vows or rededicate our lives to Jesus Christ. We long for this because we 

know that something needs to change. I can recall a college friend of mine 

deciding to throw away all his non-Christian CDs. He was proud to share the 

newfound dedication he possessed. Though we were both Christians, I did 

not share his fanaticism, so I held onto my collection of diverse music.   

There is certainly nothing wrong with contemporary Christian music 

but discarding music that is not promoted by a preacher seems awfully 

shallow to me. However, for my friend, there may have been more to this 

sacrifice than I knew. All of us must be willing to give up everything, to have 

the mind of a servant and go where He leads and to whom He calls. Jesus 

says, “Follow me” to Peter, but he is also speaking to all the Disciples. Can 

you hear Jesus calling you?  

Now that we have become accustomed to this style of worship, we can 

find value in its availability. For ten Sundays in a row we have used an 

electronic device to do worship. On our end, we continue to make changes to 

provide our regular and brand-new attenders a quality product. Ironically, 

one of my goals for 2020 was to increase the use of technology for the 

purpose of enhancing shared communications.  Who knew how timely that 

would be? 

What have you learned about yourself during this season? Have you 

found the time for quiet and reflection that you longed for in previous 

months? Maybe the upheaval of an overcommitted life has forced you to 

think about how much time, money, and energy you previously spent in an 

endless pursuit of something that couldn’t give back to you what you put in. 
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While some are prone to think about what this season has taken from them, 

it seems more helpful to ask ourselves what we have gained. Have we learned 

more about our own hometown or our neighbors? Did we learn how to cook 

a new recipe, use technology, or do the sorting we’d been putting off?  

These are questions anyone could ask. Here is what Jesus asks. “Do 

you love Me?” While being forced to take care of ourselves, have we been 

taking care of ourselves? Does the way we spend our time give testimony to 

our faith? Or do we now know how much MORE work there is to be done? 

Thanks to social media, we can share this worship service with you all today. 

The same communication medium can also spread visceral emotions against 

others. Are we aware of the ways our words, or posts, preach about our 

loyalties? Followers of Jesus can hold differing political opinions, but our 

methods should never undermine our deeper mission to love the Lord in 

thought, word and deed.  

Despite Peter’s denial, his place in the Kingdom never changed. Jesus’ 

plan and purpose for him remained the same. (Rebekah Lyons) Jesus came 

to him to make this possible. Simon Peter’s life would long reflect his deepest 

loyalty, despite the need for growth that remained before him. 

On this Memorial Day weekend, we are wise to remember the women 

and men who gave their lives for us to live in freedom. Recently one of my 

favorite country western quartets lost its bass singer, Harold Reid, at the age 

of 80. In 1989, the Statler Brothers recorded More Than A Name On A Wall. 

In the song, a mother walks up to the Vietnam Memorial, looks up to heaven 

and, “She says- Lord my boy was special, and he meant so much to me. And, 

oh I'd love to see him just one more time you see. All I have are the memories 

and the moments to recall. So, Lord could you tell him he's more than a name 

on a wall?”  

In many ways, love looks like the willingness to die for God and 

Country, for a cause bigger than oneself. Simon Peter had come a long way, 

but he still had further to go. If he could learn, we can as well. If he could be 

reinstated, we can be as well. Despite what has happened in the past, may 

this be a day you, like Peter, can start over with a new perspective. 

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, 

 AMEN. 


