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Today’s reading 
John 21: 1–15 (“Jesus appears to seven disciples”) 
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 lake. 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 and 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?’ Amen. (NRSV) 

Today’s hymns 

1 Christ the Lord is risen today (CH:411)  2 The strife is o’er (CH:412) 

     3 We cannot measure (CH:718)     

4 All things bright and beautiful (CH:137) 5 To God be the glory (CH:512) 



In the Name of the Father and of  

I 
f you have been listening to (or, indeed, reading) my sermons of late you will know that 

the gospel writers’ view of the 12 disciples is not all that rosy. Matthew, Mark, Luke 

and John are at pains to point us in the direction of the many failures which the friends 

of Jesus are capable of blundering their way through, so showing us that they are not to be 

held up as shining examples of faith or virtue. 

Recently we have seen several examples of this, from Judas’s betrayal to Peter’s denials, to 

Thomas’s doubting. And the message to be drawn from all of this is pretty clear: if you 

want to learn anything from the disciples, then learn from their shortcomings (and, in some 

cases at least, learn from the way they go about addressing those shortcomings). 

This can be very hard for us to take on board because we have a sense of awe and respect 

for people we feel pretty sure have to be “the biblical good guys”. At an institutional level, 

the mediaeval Church chose to canonise 11 of the 12, so now we  routinely speak of “St 

Peter”, “St Andrew” and the rest. And perhaps we in the Reformed tradition still rather like 

to place these close associates of Christ on their marble pedestals. They were the human 

foundations of the global church, after all, with many of them going on to great bravery, as 

we see  in the Book of Acts. And, of course, a martyr’s violent death awaited so many 

Christians across the Roman Empire, including many of those 11 who had made it past 

Good Friday and on to Easter. We honour their memory, and not without good reason. 

So yes, there is much to celebrate in the later lives of the disciples, but we cannot deny that 

all through the gospels we find many examples of short-sightedness and self-interest. It is 

almost as though the disciples are meant to be viewed as being just like us. Imagine that! 

If you would like to be surprised just a little by this sermon then let me take you back to our 

reading: John’s account of some post-Easter drama. As usual with John, we find ourselves 

being invited into something quite deep, but as biblical explorations go this one is a bit of 

an adventure, involving both a very impressive miracle and a first century beach barbecue.  

Up until now John’s account of Holy Week and Easter has been based in and around 

Jerusalem. In John chapter 21, however, the focus shifts as we travel north to Galilee and 

the Sea of Tiberius. Obviously some time has passed as the disciples head up and away to 

their home territory and back to all that they hold dear: home, family and work. 

Here by the lakeside we encounter Peter, Thomas, Nathaniel, James and John plus two 

unnamed disciples – that’s no fewer than seven of the 11 remaining friends, all together and 

out for a night’s fishing. Try as they might, nothing but water enters their nets, until a 

stranger on the beach calls out to them with a bold and probably rather unconvincing 

instruction: “Cast the net to the right side of the boat, and you will find some.” It works. 

This time their haul is no fewer than 153 fish – miraculous! Actually yes, and that’s the 

point. The stranger is, of course, the Risen Christ, right their in the midst of all their 

travails, bringing unexpected plenty out of nothingness.  

Just recall that throughout the accounts of Jesus’ ministry something had always been 

important to him – having gatherings over food, so what he says next must surely have 

struck a chord with his exhausted, hungry friends: 

‘Bring some of the fish that you have just caught,’ he says. ‘Come and have breakfast.’  

And so, with those cheerful words of invitation on that warm spring morning, Jesus comes 

together with his friends for their familiar ritual of table fellowship … only without a table. 



the Son and of the Holy Spirit . . . 
With the catch brought in and everyone eating together, our reading comes to an end. Or 

does it? Because a quick read of our final verse reveals a very curious question posed by 

Jesus to Simon Peter – he who had so flagrantly denied his friend on that recent Thursday 

evening in a courtyard: ‘Simon son of John,” asks Jesus, “do you love me more than these?’ 

It may not be the most remarkable question you ever did hear, but the fact remains that 

biblical scholars get quite excited about it. The issue to be mulled over is the precise 

meaning of the word “these”? And the range of answers can really make us think. 

‘Simon son of John, do you love me more than these?’ 

These who? (Or quite possibly, these what?) 

The obvious angle for us here is to glance at the scene before us. With the fire crackling, the 

embers glowing, the friends chatting quietly in the sunshine, the smell of broiled fish still 

heavy in the air, we look around. We see the Risen Christ, we see Simon Peter and we see 

the group as a whole. If Jesus means these to be the others present that morning, there are 

two quite different meanings that spring to mind: 

Simon son of John, do you love me more than these people love me? (In other words, is 

Peter a special disciple with a special significance?); 

Or: 

‘Simon son of John, do you love me more than you love these people?’ (In other words, is 

Jesus more important to Simon Peter than the disciples are to Simon Peter?) 

Alternatively, Jesus might be speaking not about people at all, but about things. Look at the 

fishes. Look at the boats. Again, there are different possibilities for us here. Firstly: 

‘Simon son of John, do you love me more than you love these fishes?’ (In other words, is 

Peter’s commitment to Jesus greater than his commitment to material goods and wealth?) 

And secondly: 

‘Simon son of John, do you love me more than you love these fishing boats, these nets, 

these tools of the trade?’ (In other words, is Peter’s commitment to Jesus greater than his 

commitment to his livelihood, his career.) 

You might be relieved to hear that I have neither the knowledge nor the insight to sort out 

this tangle of questions. Like a fisherman struggling with horribly tangled nets, I just keep 

tying myself in knots over what might or might not be meant in Jesus’ question. But when 

we put the options together, maybe we can come up with four very searching questions 

which point to our own lives, and our own living, and our own priorities in light of Easter: 

Question 1: While some people are doing their own thing, going their own way, being their 

own self-made men and women, does your love for Christ mark you out in the crowd as 

being somehow different? 

Question 2: While some people are cocooned in their tight little family circles looking after 

themselves and each other, does your love for Christ represent a higher love that values life 

and relationships which are to be lived and judged by a totally different type of measure? 

Question 3: While some people are living lives rooted in materialism, indulging in the finer 

things of life, does your love for Christ actually reveal itself in a simplicity of living? 

Question 4: While some people spend their every waking hour doggedly climbing up pay 

scales and promotions, does your love for Christ put self in a lower, humbler place? 

Do you, do we, love Christ more than these? Amen. 



Praying for others 

And finally . . . 

 
Heavenly Father, 

You hold our lives in your hands 

and we know that you are always there for us. 

We pray today for all those who have suffered loss 

and bereavement during this past year. 

Be close to all those who still mourn, who still grieve, 

who still struggle to accept the way lives have ended. 

We pray especially for those 

who missed out on times of closeness 

during the last days or hours of a loved one’s life, 

who couldn’t be there to offer the comfort and assurance 

of unconditional love that they would have wanted to share. 

We know that many people have found this 

the very hardest part of the pandemic. 

Bring comfort and healing 

to all those who are finding it hard 

to move on with their lives. 

Bring them peace 

and help us to show them compassion. 

In Jesus’ Name we pray. Amen. 

Abigail Morrison considers a lifetime of service: 
Yesterday Prince Philip, the Duke of Edinburgh, was laid to rest. Much has been written 
about him since his death just over a week ago. The words most commonly used to describe 
him have been: character, forthright, loyal, modest, supportive and service. This last word is 
never used alone. It is always used in “a lifetime of service”.  And it was a very, very long 
lifetime. 

The Duke only retired at the age of ninety-six. Ninety-six! He began his service as soon as 
he left school, firstly in the Royal Navy and then as the consort of Queen Elizabeth. That is 
well over seventy-five years of service to his country. 

Prince Philip was human and therefore not without his detractors. He could be blunt. He 
could say some fairly questionable things. He could be irascible. But say what you like 
about him, exceptionally few of us devote our entire lives, well into our nineties, to public 
service. Yes, I know he enjoyed many creature comforts. He didn’t have to make his own 
bed or hoover his own floor or put up his own shelf. He didn’t have to take his car to the 
garage or weed his flower bed or buy the weekly shop. Nonetheless, not many of us would 
relish the prospect of getting up early at the age of ninety-five, getting all spruced up and 
then travelling somewhere to inspect a regiment or visit a factory, walking two paces behind 
our spouses. And that’s before you consider that every royal visit involves much preparation 
– boning up on the topic of the visit of the day. 

Despite his human frailty, the Duke was a model of service for us all to emulate. 
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