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Good morning everyone, my name is Mark and I’m one of the 
pastors on staff at North Shore Alliance Church. If you have 
been journeying with us for some time, then you know that 

for the last 9 weeks we’ve been looking at the end of John’s Gospel, 
focusing in on the arrest, crucifixion, and resurrection of Jesus. Next 
Sunday I will launch a new series that will carry us through the 
Spring and Summer, but there is one last message to preach from 
John, one that I trust will strengthen, encourage, and challenge us all. 

Last week Pastor Paul addressed the issue of fear. Following Jesus’ 
death, afraid of what the religious leaders might do to them, the 
disciples locked themselves in a room. Jesus entered that locked 
room, speaking a word about peace, and commissioning His disciples 
to carry on His mission and message. Last week was about dealing 
with our fear, this week is about dealing with our failure.  

illus: In the Spring of 1990, I went on my first real date. I was nearly 
17, I had my driver’s license, a part-time job, and some money in my 
pocket. My girlfriend and I had been dating for a few months but this 
was the first time we dressed up and went to a nice restaurant. I had 
made a reservation, picked her up at the pre-arranged time, and we 
drove to White Rock. Everything was perfect. I don’t remember what 
she was wearing, but I do remember what I was wearing: a crisply 
ironed, white dress shirt, khaki pants, and brown belt. It’s an 
important detail in the story…you’ll see why in a few moments. 

We sat down in the restaurant, ordered our meal, and enjoyed good 
conversation until the food arrived. The first bite was good, the 
second was great, but I did not enjoy the third. Nearly 30 years have 
passed since that night. I don’t remember what I ordered, but I do 
remember the colour—it was red. The third bite never made it to my 

mouth…it leapt off of my fork and attacked my white shirt. Fail #1. 
The perfect evening had been ruined by a runaway red blob. What 
was more red, my shirt or my face? Probably my face. 

After dinner, we decided to go for a walk along the ocean. We 
walked the Pier at White Rock, but wanting to enjoy a longer jaunt, 
we set out along the train tracks, walking and talking. We had gone 
quite a distance and turned around to head back. We found ourselves 
in a section of the track where on the ocean side there was a steep 
rocky descent, and on the other there was a mass of blackberry 
brambles. Again, you’ll see why this detail matters in a moment.  

On our way back, we saw a train in the distance, headed our way. We 
weren’t in imminent danger, but we had to pick up the pace to clear 
the section we were in—brambles on one side and ankle-breaking 
descent on the other. I suggested that we run along the tracks because 
there was a clearing not too far ahead.  

Imagine with me the opening scene from the movie Chariots of 
Fire…running along the ocean, wind in our hair, a smooth running 
stride. Well…that was me for a glorious 20 meters, until my foot 
caught on one of the railway ties and I did an immediate face plant. 
My girlfriend, on the other hand, didn’t break stride, blew right by 
me, and threw me a sympathetic look over her shoulder. Fail #2. 

A massive red stain on a perfectly white shirt, a bloodied knee from a 
fall, and an ego in serious crisis; the good news is that my first real 
date is the worst date I’ve ever had. Looking back, I laugh about it 
now. Some of our failures are funny, others are no laughing matter. 

Fail a series of tests and we might have to repeat a grade, or a  
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university class. If we fail to appear at a court hearing, a warrant may 
be issued for our arrest. But these kind of failures can be easily 
managed: we study the material to prepare for the test, we put 
important dates—like court hearings—in our calendar. 

Some failures can be chalked up to issues of competence. No one 
expects a young driver to execute a perfect parallel park the first time 
behind the wheel. A little time, a little coaching, and these “failures” 
become successes. The same is true in many other arenas of life. 
What we fail to do the first time—on the dance floor, in the 
classroom, or in a business setting—can be overcome with patience 
and dedicated learning. 

Some failures are small, negligible, with hardly a consequence, but 
other failures are large, glaring, and weighty. At times, the stakes are 
really high and nowhere is this more true than in the arena of 
relationship. When it comes to failure in relationship, we’ve all been 
both perpetrator and victim.  

The failures we experience in relationship are plentiful: the failure to 
love, the failure to keep promises, the failure to forgive, or to be 
patient; there’s also the failure to say—or do—the right thing. We’ve 
all been mistreated; we’ve all mistreated others. None of us are free 
from pain, or blame. And the more important the relationship, the 
greater the pain—or blame—we bear. 

A friendship lost. Parents and children estranged. A business 
partnership, torn apart. A marriage dissolved. A church split.  

Experience tells us that our most important relationships are not 
immune to failure. And if a failed relationship can take place among 

best friends, marriages, and families, we assume that a perfect God 
will find perfectly good reasons to break off relationship with us. 

Do you ever fear that God will come to His senses—so to speak—and 
discard you? I suspect that at one point or another, perhaps even now, 
you have battled this fear. I know I have. So too did Peter, one of 
Jesus’ disciples. Peter failed Jesus during His hour of need; when 
pressed, Peter denied ever knowing Him. This morning we’re going 
to look at the grace Jesus offered that allowed Peter to begin again. 
This same grace can be ours today. 

At this time I’d like to invite you to turn in your Bible to John 21, 
beginning in vs. 1.  

“Afterward Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the Sea of 
Galilee. It happened this way: 2 Simon Peter, Thomas…, Nathanael, 
from Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples 
were together. 3 “I’m going out to fish,” Simon Peter told them, and 
they said, “We’ll go with you.” So they went out and got into the 
boat, but that night they caught nothing. 

4 Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples did 
not realize that it was Jesus. 5 He called out to them, “Friends, 
haven’t you any fish?” “No,” they answered. 6 He said, “Throw your 
net on the right side of the boat and you will find some.” When they 
did, they were unable to haul the net in because of the large number 
of fish. 

7 Then the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the Lord!” 
As soon as Simon Peter heard him say, “It is the Lord,” he wrapped 
his outer garment around him (for he had taken it off) and jumped 
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into the water. 8 The other disciples followed in the boat, towing the 
net full of fish, for they were not far from shore, about a hundred 
yards…12 Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.”…14 This 
was now the third time Jesus appeared to his disciples after he was 
raised from the dead. 

Peter was one of Jesus’ disciples, but not just one of the 12, He was a 
part of the inner circle. Jesus had previously made clear that Peter 
would have a unique and prominent leadership role in establishing 
the church. But all of that was now null and void, that was before 
Peter denied Jesus. That chapter of his life was now over. And so, 
Peter quit on himself before Jesus could fire him.  

Peter returned to the life he knew before he met Jesus; he went back  
to fishing. It was a predictable life of mending nets, gutting fish, and 
selling in the market. True, there wouldn’t be the miracles he saw 
when he followed Jesus, but he could make an honest wage, and 
there was far less chance of failure. Peter’s failure had been replaying 
in his mind ever since the night Jesus was arrested. 

Why am I always running off my mouth? Even if everyone falls away 
from you Lord, I never will! I will stand by your side Jesus, I will 
lay down my life for You! These words—his words!—emphatically 
spoken, now haunted him; they were stuck—on a loop—in his head.  
Perhaps you have a similar loop, playing and replaying in your head, 
something you said or did. A small failure is understandable, even 
excusable, but Peter couldn’t see a way back from what he had done.  

White shirts can be cleaned, a bloodied knee will mend, but Peter  

couldn’t heal the hurt he had caused Jesus.  

Jesus has a way of making something beautiful out of a mess; He’s 
going to do it for Peter, but first, a little faith-building exercise. The 
disciples have been in the boat for hours with nothing to show for it. 
Jesus called out, “Throw your net on the right side of the boat,” and 
moments later the net began to bulge with fish.  

This wasn’t a one of a kind miracle, Jesus had done this once before; 
then, as now, James, John, and Peter had been present.  When John 1

said, “It is the Lord!”, Peter leapt from the boat, and began to swim 
for shore. Peter’s leap was instinctual…it’s the human longing for 
absolution, to be set free, restored. And what a great instinct it was—
to run—or in his case, swim—to Jesus! Peter raced to the One Person 
who could forgive his failure. My dear people, when our failure feels 
like a chasm between us and God, we need to run—not walk—to 
Jesus. 

Reading now from vs 15-17, “15 When they had finished eating, 
Jesus said to Simon Peter, 'Simon son of John, do you love me more  
than these?’ ‘Yes, Lord,’ he said, 'you know that I love you.’ 
Jesus said, ‘Feed my lambs.’ 16 Again Jesus said, ‘Simon son of 
John, do you love me?’ He answered, ‘Yes, Lord, you know that I love 
you.’ Jesus said, ‘Take care of my sheep.’ 17 The third time he said to 
him, ‘Simon son of John, do you love me?’ Peter was hurt because 
Jesus asked him the third time, ‘Do you love me?’ He said, ‘Lord, you 
know all things; you know that I love you.’ Jesus said, ‘Feed my 
sheep.’” 

 C.f. Luke 5:1-11.1
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To this point, I have not named two of the most powerful forces at 
work in our lives: guilt and shame. We cannot avoid guilt and shame 
by running or hiding. Guilt and shame have a power in and of 
themselves but in many respects, they possess the power we allow 
them to hold in our lives.  

The feelings of guilt and shame are related, but different. Guilt refers 
to what we have done wrong, what we need to own, what needs to be 
made right. If convicted of a crime, guilt requires a payment of some 
kind. We might offer money for what we vandalized, or serve time 
for our offence, but once payment has been rendered, legally, things 
have been made right. 

Shame isn’t so easily dealt with. Shame is a leech that feeds on a 
living host…it only has life so long as it is sucking the life out of 
you. The voice of shame tells us that what we have done has 
permanently ruined us—we are beyond forgiveness, beyond 
restoration, beyond hope itself. 

On the night Jesus was arrested, three times Peter denied that he 
knew Him. Peter couldn’t move on until Jesus addressed his guilt and 
shame. As I said moments ago, the voice of shame is not easily dealt 
with; it must be overpowered by the Voice of Grace. And like a 
scalpel in the hands of a surgeon, we must first be cut before we can 
mend. 

Jesus said to Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me more than 
these?” There’s a couple of possibilities…Jesus could have been 
referring to the fishing boat and nets. If this is the case, Jesus asked a 
question about Peter’s future: Have you given up on following Me? 
Are you going back to fishing? 

Or perhaps as the two of them walked away from the fire, Jesus 
gestured to the other disciples: “Simon, Son of John, do you love Me 
more than these men do? A few days ago you told Me that even if all 
the other disciples fell away, you would stand firm—are you still 
confident that you are a cut above the rest?”  

We’re not told exactly what Jesus was referring to, but His question 
gets to the heart of the matter. When we wallow in our failure, more 
often than not it’s because we are filled with pride. We think we are 
better than we are. We expect more of ourselves. We are genuinely 
surprised by our own failures. God doesn’t have any delusions about 
how weak or strong, how capable or limited we are; He knows every 
success and failure long before they happen.  

God’s primary concern is not your competency. Tell me Peter, do you 
love me? God’s arm is not so short, or His strength so small, that He 
must rely on what we can do for Him. But He is concerned with our 
heart, for love is indispensable to discipleship. Today, Jesus asks us, 
“Do you love Me?” 

No doubt you have noticed the threefold pattern in our text. Peter had 
been haunted by his threefold denial of Jesus, but here, on the 
lakeshore, he is given the opportunity to make a threefold declaration 
of love. And after each declaration, Jesus offered a word of grace and 
restoration. Peter, there is still a place for you on My team: ‘Feed my 
lambs.’‘Take care of my sheep.’ ‘Feed my sheep.’ 

The voice of shame tells us that what we have done has permanently 
ruined us—we are beyond forgiveness, beyond restoration, beyond 
hope. 
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It was crucial for Peter to experience grace before he was restored to 
leadership; without grace, the results would have been disastrous. 
When guilt and shame takes root in our lives, it drives us. Peter could 
have spent the rest of his life working hard for Jesus, trying make up 
for his failure.  

And how many of us live our lives this way? Driven by shame we try 
to do more, be more, to make up for what we’ve done, or haven’t 
done. The problem is that shame is a harsh task-master, no matter 
what we do, it’s never enough. 

Before this encounter, Peter might have believed that Jesus was 
forgiving—he had seen Jesus forgive other people—but on the 
lakeshore that day, Peter knew this truth for the first time; he 
experienced the grace of God for himself. God is compassionate and 
gracious, slow to anger and abounding in love—He does not treat us 
as our sins deserve.  2

The voice of shame can only be drowned out by the perfect love of 
God; we cannot be whole without it. Do you know this love? Have 
you experienced it for yourself? Out of the ashes of our failure, God 
can cleanse us, restore us, and give us the grace to begin again. 

With forgiveness offered and received, with his restoration complete, 
in vs. 18-19, Jesus spoke a word about Peter’s past and his future, 
setting it in the context of true discipleship.  

“18 Very truly I tell you [Peter,] when you were younger you dressed 
yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will 
stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you 
where you do not want to go.” 19 Jesus said this to indicate the kind 
of death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, 
‘Follow me!’” 

There is historical evidence suggesting that the language of 
“stretching out your hands” is a reference to crucifixion.  At the Last 3

Supper, Peter boldly declared that he would lay down his life for 
Jesus; hours later, Peter denied knowing Him. But it seems that 
Peter’s declaration was correct, he would lay down his life for Jesus, 
but it would come decades later. Church history tells us that Peter 
was in fact martyred by way of crucifixion.  

Peter would have heard Jesus’ prophetic words loud and clear. Peter, 
if you follow Me, your life will be taken from you, and yet, I still bid 
you to follow. And here is the crux of the matter, when we follow a 
crucified Lord, it shouldn’t surprise us when we are led to 
undesirable places. 

illus: I’ve had the privilege of visiting historical sites in different 
parts of the world with the aid of an experienced guide. A guide is an 
expert who arranges travel details for us, and explains the 
significance of what we are seeing. 

 C.f. Exodus 34:6-7; Psalm 103:8-12.2

 Leon Morris, The New International Commentary on the New Testament: The Gospel according To John, 773.3
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Lord willing, in May of 2021, we will be taking a group of people 
from our church to Israel, led by Bronwyn (one of our Children’s 
Pastors), me, and Jossi (an Israeli guide). 

The point I’m trying to make is that we pay a guide to get us to 
where we want to go. The guide works for us, not the other way 
around. We misunderstand Jesus, and the nature of discipleship, 
when we think of Him as a guide in this way. Jesus is not an all-
powerful, all-knowing, guide, who is arranging the details of our 
lives to get us to where we want to go. No, Jesus is leading—He 
knows where He is going—and we are following.  

Henri Nouwen, reflecting on these words of Jesus, observes: “The 
world says, ‘When you were young you were dependent and could 
not go where you wanted, but when you grow old you will be able to 
make your own decisions, go your own way, and control your own 
destiny.’ But Jesus has a different vision of maturity: It is the ability 
and willingness to be led where you would rather not go.  

Immediately after Peter has been commissioned to be a leader of his 
sheep, Jesus confronts him with the hard truth that the servant leader 
is the leader who is being led to unknown, undesirable, and painful 
places…Powerlessness and humility in the spiritual life do not refer 
to people who have no spine and let everyone else make decisions for 
them. They refer to people who are so deeply in love with Jesus that 
they are ready to follow him wherever he guides, always trusting 
that, with him, they will find life and find it abundantly.”  4

Are you willing to let Jesus lead you? I suspect your answer might 
be, “It depends on where He’s taking me.” Peter might have had 
something similar in mind. We’re told in vs. 20 that Peter turned and 
noticed that John was following behind him and Jesus, Peter asked, 
“What about him?”  

I’m fine to follow where You lead Jesus, as long as what You ask of 
me isn’t any more than what You ask of others. Jesus doesn’t directly 
answer Peter’s question. In essence, Jesus replied, “Where I lead 
John is my concern, not yours; I’m calling you to follow Me.” 

Everyone is called to follow Jesus, but not everyone will walk the 
same path. Peter had one path, and John another. The same is true for 
us. We are called to follow the same Lord, but our paths might look 
different; not in terms of what we believe, but in where we are led.  

Jesus is calling you to follow. He will remove your guilt and 
overpower your shame, but as He leads you, and me, we will be 
brought through difficult and painful places. Your path might look 
different than mine, but the call to follow will encompass all that we 
are and have. 

Will we trust Jesus enough to follow where He leads? 

Prayer 

Worship 

Benediction 

 Henri Nouwen, In The Name of Jesus: Reflections On Christian Leadership.4
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Vs. 24-25: John’s Gospel comes to a close with a word of 
exaggeration that sums Jesus up perfectly. John declares that there 
are not enough books, in the whole world, to capture Jesus's story. 
Jesus is more wonderful, loving, wise, and strong than words could 
ever tell. It’s true isn’t it? The story of Jesus is still being written, in 
me, in you, and all over the world.  

It’s fitting, as our service concludes, to bless the One who’s name we 
bear: “To him who is able to keep us from stumbling and to present us 
before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy— to the 
only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through 
Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore!”  5

And, may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ have its full effect on 
you, atoning for your guilt, silencing the voice of shame, and giving 
you feet to follow Him. Amen and amen. 

 Jude 24-25.5
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