A Study of John 21:15-25

15 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.” He said to him, “Feed my lambs.” 16 He said to him a second time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Tend my sheep.” 17 He said to him the third time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter was grieved 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. 18 Truly, truly, I say to you, 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.” 19 (This he said to show by what kind of death he was to glorify God.) And after saying this he said to him, “Follow me.” 
20 Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following them, the one who also had leaned back against him during the supper and had said, “Lord, who is it that is going to betray you?” 21 When Peter saw him, he said to Jesus, “Lord, what about this man?” 22 Jesus said to him, “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you? You follow me!” 23 So the saying spread abroad among the brothers that this disciple was not to die; yet Jesus did not say to him that he was not to die, but, “If it is my will that he remain until I come, what is that to you?” 
24 This is the disciple who is bearing witness about these things, and who has written these things, and we know that his testimony is true. 25 Now there are also many other things that Jesus did. Were every one of them to be written, I suppose that the world itself could not contain the books that would be written.

This last section of the Gospel of John breaks down into two parts.
· The reinstatement of Peter
· The conclusion of the gospel

Before we go to the first section, let’s review the context of Peter’s relationship to Jesus. Peter had been considered one of a few disciples who seemed closer to Jesus than the others.

· Why did Peter need to be reinstated?

· What were some of the potential problems Peter had that prevented him from being a good disciple of Jesus?



Just before these verses, Jesus had appeared on the beach while seven of the disciples were fishing. When Peter heard that the person on the beach was Jesus, he immediately headed for shore. They all shared breakfast together. Then Jesus, presumably in front of everyone else, asked Peter a series of questions.
· Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?
· Simon, son of John, do you love me?
· Simon, son of John, do you love me?

In Greek, each of these questions are slightly different. The difference between the first one and the others is obvious. The difference between the second and third can only be seen in the Greek. Jesus uses a different word translated “love” in each. In the first two, Jesus uses a form of agapaw. In the third, He uses philew. One thing for us to consider is why Jesus would alter the question slightly each time and why He would ask a similar question three times.

Returning to the first question, what could Jesus possibly mean by “more than these” and what is the most likely meaning?



If we take the most likely meaning, what does Peter’s response reveal about him and could be one of the reasons Jesus asks the second question?


What could be significant about Jesus omitting “more than these” in the second and third question?


Jesus responds to Peter’s response in three slightly different ways.
· Feed my lambs.
· Tend my sheep.
· Feed my sheep.
Again, we should consider if there is any significance in the variations and if there is any significance in the repetition. The repetition seems to be for emphasis. What about the variations? Is there significance to “feed” and “tend” and “lambs” and “sheep”? If so, what is it?


Peter’s first two responses are identical in English and Greek. What is different about his third response? Don’t focus only on the words.


What does Peter’s third response show has happened to him?


Why does it seem Jesus is satisfied with the third response? Don’t think too hard.


Jesus follows “Feed my sheep” with a rather strange statement. Jesus tells Peter how he will die. The image seems to parallel the crucifixion. Why would Jesus say this to Peter and then say the words of reinstatement “Follow me”?


Jesus had earlier foretold Peter’s death in a more general way (see John 13:36).

Remember Jesus’s first question included a comparison to the other disciples that Peter rashly responded to. Jesus removed the comparison to get Peter focus on what mattered most. What in verse 20 shows that Peter is still struggling with this issue?


The reason Peter is asking about the other disciple is not clear. He could be asking whether this disciple will receive the same honor of martyrdom or whether this disciple will suffer persecution. That is not the point of the story. Jesus gives the point of the story in verse 22. What is it?


John addresses a misinterpretation that had developed around this story. Some thought that Jesus would come back before John died. John was writing this as an old man. How could this wrong belief have affected these Christians after John died?


The last two verses identify the author and his part in the story. At the end of chapter 20, John had summarized the purpose and message of the gospel. Here, he ends by simply saying that there is so much more that could have been written.


Catholic scholars connect this passage with Peter’s confession (“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God) in Matthew 16:18-19 and conclude that Jesus is appointing Peter as the first leader of the church. Peter is a shepherd of the church, and this passage is evidence of that. But it asks too much of this passage and ignores the rest of the New Testament (including what Peter would later write) to say Jesus is appointing Peter as THE leader of the church. It seems more consistent with the Gospel of John to see Peter as being representative of all disciples, especially those who lead.

This also agrees with how Peter interpreted this experience in his letter.
· 1 Peter 2:25 – What is Peter separating here?

· 1 Peter 5:1-4 (especially verse 2) –

Paul also saw it this way. Acts 20:28


What is Jesus tying together for Peter in the question and the command to care for the sheep that is an overarching principle that applies to all followers of Christ?





EXTRA NOTE
Some NT scholars see the ending of the gospel as indicative of John presenting as a secondary point the two types of shepherds that the church will need. Reflect on the Gospel of John. How has Peter been presented and how has John (the beloved disciple) been presented?


Even if this is not what John intended, these descriptions do encompass the qualities of a Christian leader and can serve as a reminder that few if any possess all these qualities, which is why church leadership was meant to be done by a group and not an individual.
