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Series: 4 Concerns of the Church: Forgiveness, Fishing, Feeding, and Fortifying  

(a Gospel of John study - similar accounts in Matthew 28:16-20; Mark 16:12-20; Luke 24:44-53) 

Sermon Text: John 21:9-17     Key Word(s): Love, Priorities 

 

This series from John 21 is called, “4 Concerns of the Church: Forgiveness, Fishing, Feeding, and 

Fortifying.” While not our only concerns, these were important enough for John to mention after he 

had already said, “I’ve left many things out!” Our memory verse for the series comes from Matthew’s 

(28:19-20) account of this moment where Jesus commissioned His church by telling them to, “Go and 

make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 

Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you.” Lesson 1 addressed how Christ’s 

church is to be about fishing (spreading gospel nets) and forgiveness. Lesson 2 was about how our 

mission must be carried out with faith, hope, and love. Today, we’ll break down the following…  

BIG IDEA: To love the church is to love Jesus. 

 

Over the past two weeks, we discussed the big catch miracle Jesus performed and how it reminded 

Peter, James, and John of the first time He did this--when He first invited them to follow Him saying, 

“Don’t be afraid; from now on you will be catching people.” This metaphor explains how they would 

spread the gospel, with Christ’s help, so others could know and follow Him. Of course, that’s not the 

church’s only job, is it? As we just read, it’s to make disciples, baptize, and help one another observe 

Christ’s commands. New believers, like newborn babies, can’t raise themselves. We don’t feed a child 

info and say, “make better choices”, we love them into being. Jesus didn’t just call the 12 and expect 

them to figure things out as He went on “catching more fish.” He enfolded them into His life, let them 

tag along on His daily adventures, and explained stuff along the way. Fully formed, mature Christians 

are developed in normal, daily “discipling” relationships in the classroom of the world. Just like Jesus 

did life with the 12, the church must become a supportive family to those we reach. We must bring the 

fish ashore and care for them like the disciples did in verse 8, which is what we’re talking about today.  

It says in verse 9, when they got out on land, they saw a charcoal fire in place, with fish laid out 

on it, and bread. In verse 12, Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” Do you recall the last 

time John mentioned a charcoal fire? It was in chapter 18, where Peter was asked 3 times, “Are you a 

disciple of Jesus?” and 3 times he replied, “I am not!” Matthew (26) tells us that a rooster crowed and 

Peter wept bitterly, not because he was afraid of birds, but because Jesus had predicted it after the Last 

Supper when Peter said, “I will lay down my life for you.” He replied, “Will you lay down your life for 

me? Truly, truly, I say, the rooster won’t crow until you have denied me 3 times.” Peter fully intended 

https://www.gotquestions.org/rooster-crowing-Peter.html
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to be faithful to Jesus, but like many of us, the cares of this life kept him from showing up when Jesus 

needed him most. Luke’s account (22) tells us that right after the cock-a-doodle-do, Jesus locked eyes 

with Peter over the charcoal fire. So, this 2nd meeting by a charcoal fire in John 21 is no coincidence, 

right? I’d bet it was awkward for Peter to sit there munching on fish and bread knowing the air needed 

to be cleared between them. He was likely keeping his head down and avoiding eye contact the whole 

time until godly love made the first move in verses 15-17: When they had finished breakfast, Jesus 

said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” He said, “Yes, Lord; 

you know that I love you.” He said, “Feed my lambs.” He said a second time, “Simon, son of John, 

do you love me?” He said, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He said, “Tend my sheep.” He 

said 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, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I 

love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. While there’s tons of goodness to mine from this text 

in future sermons, today let’s stay laser focused on what I think are the 2 obvious takeaways.  

Takeaway #1: If you love Jesus, you will feed and fortify His flock. Some Christians hold the mis-

guided view that church work is only for pastors, deacons, or those they pay to do it, but listen to what 

it says in Ephesians 4:11-16 (NLT): “Christ gave these gifts to the church: the apostles, the prophets, 

the evangelists, and the pastors and teachers. Their responsibility is to equip God's people to do his 

work and build up the church, the body of Christ. This will continue until we all come to such unity in 

our faith and knowledge of God's Son that we will be mature in the Lord, measuring up to the full and 

complete standard of Christ. Then we will no longer be immature like children. We won't be tossed 

and blown about by every wind of new teaching. We will not be influenced when people try to trick us 

with lies so clever they sound like the truth. Instead, we will speak the truth in love, growing in every 

way more and more like Christ, who is the head of his body, the church. He makes the whole body fit 

together perfectly. As each part does its own special work, it helps the other parts grow, so that the 

whole body is healthy and growing and full of love.” Jesus and the Apostles viewed the church, not as 

a spectator sport, but more like a family where every member embraces the mission. This leads to… 

Takeaway #2: We must learn to love the church like Jesus does. Some people say things like, “I 

love Jesus, but I hate or have no use for the church.” What’s odd about that is how Ephesians 5 refers 

to the church as the Bride of Christ. So, to “hate on” the church is like saying, “Brandon, I really like 

you, but I can’t stand Krista! Let’s just you and I hang out.” Listen, I’m well-acquainted with how the  

church can be messy and difficult, but Ephesians 5:25 says, “Christ loved the church and gave himself 
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up for it.” Galatians 6:10 also says, “So then, as we have opportunity, let us do good to everyone, and 

especially to those who are of the household of faith.” Since that’s easy to forget, we’ve developed the 

habit of affirming it when adopting new members into our family. So, we say: “Toward the world, we 

will be non-conforming and counter-cultural in lifestyle, while giving our church sacred preeminence 

over all institutions.” Like Peter, the cares of this life can keep us from showing up for those God says 

should get the best of our attention. My duty as your pastor is to model a healthy schedule, which is a 

challenge I’m learning to embrace. Instead of letting others fill my calendar with non-essentials, I 

proactively fill it with God-given priorities (covenants). When deciding who to meet with and when, I 

filter requests through the following lens in this order: My wife, our kids, our church, this community. 

So, for example, I joined an organization called “Rotary”, and if they planned a meeting on Sunday at 

10:30 am, I’d be absent. If they got pushy about it, then I’d find another organization that respects my 

conviction that Sunday is the Lord’s Day. I once quit a good paying side hustle when I realized it was 

hindering my availability for my priorities. When our boys played baseball, church always came first. 

I also try not to rush out of here after service because Sundays are like a family reunion where we can 

catch up and make plans to hang out. Jesus designed our Sundays to flow into our Mondays--we’re to 

function as a family every day. Practically, this means some of us should meet up to discuss sermons, 

or to pray, or to have dinner, or to play games, or to binge a series, or to work out, or to serve others, 

or to help one another handle an issue or a project, or to go the grocery or a movie together, or to take 

a vacation together, or whatever. Again, my point is simple: We can’t love and care for each other the 

way Jesus commands unless we live by sacred priorities. Who encountered a situation during the past 

week where it would’ve been nice to have a spiritual brother or sister around to pray with, or to share 

with, or to work with, or to encourage you to make a better choice? Something I like to build into my 

schedule are regular appointments with mutually beneficial people because when the proverbial “poop 

hits the fan” for either of us, we can just work through it! I hope that you have people like that in your 

life and that you prioritize them on your calendar! 

What we learn from Jesus and the 12 is that discipleship is a lifestyle, not a program. Christians are 

not supposed to wait for church leaders to plan an event. During our Sunday gatherings we remember 

and believe who God says we are, and all Jesus has done. Then we scatter to carry out His mission of 

fishing, forgiveness, feeding and fortifying. Not only are we to go on weekly fishing expeditions and 

spread gospel nets where we live, work, and play; but Jesus also tells us to prioritize life together. We 

are to invite one another to participate in normal activities and help each other figure out what it looks 
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like to live for Jesus in a world that rarely does. Today, we’ve learned that if you love Jesus, you will 

feed and fortify His flock and we must learn to love the church like Jesus does. While preparing our 

lesson, it was like the Lord kept saying, “Invite my people to participate in my mission. Ask my church 

to join you in the fishing, forgiveness, feeding, and fortifying.” So, who might be willing to do that? If 

you are, then let’s meet up to find out how you’re gifted and what’s going on in your life. Also, please 

think about these questions: First, which of the following best describes you: A) Church spectator? B) 

Church participant? Second, if you’ve affirmed our church covenant, would you say that you are: A) 

Doing well? B) Making progress? C) Need help prioritizing your calendar and budget? Of course, not 

everyone is expected to serve at the same level or in the same way. So, included in our sermon notes is 

a helpful chart that explains various stages of growth in relation to stages of life. Give that a look and 

circle the stage in which you see yourself, so we can discuss where to go from there.  

 

Let’s pray: Holy God, your precious Son proclaimed in Luke 10:2 that “the harvest is plentiful, but 

the laborers are few.” Then he said to “pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers 

into his harvest.” So, I’m doing that right now and asking you to help Christians in this congregation 

to view themselves not merely as “volunteers” but as “servants” of Christ’s kingdom. Like those who 

first followed him, make us willing to reprioritize our lives and dreams, so that your mission for your 

church gets holy and sacred preeminence. Jesus warned us this wouldn’t be easy and said, “behold, I 

am sending you out as lambs in the midst of wolves.” There will be those who won’t like us changing 

our priorities or like us suggesting that in Jesus, there are better ways to live. To talk about Jesus can 

be challenging and dangerous, so please teach us to be “wise as serpents, yet harmless as doves” and 

to support one another like a loving family is supposed to. Amen.  

 

So, what’s your NEXT STEP?  

• Remember, our next step always begins with faith in Christ. Either placing faith in Him for the 

first time or exercising faith to repent, change, and grow. Either way, His Spirit will help you. 

 

Preparing for and applying our sermon from John 21:15-17. 

• Take a deep breath and ask God to speak to you as you read this passage. Share a few of your 

impressions and takeaways from these passages.  

• Which of the following best describes you: A) Church spectator? B) Church participant? If you 

have affirmed our church covenant, would you say that you are: A) Doing well? B) Making 

progress? C) Need help reprioritizing your calendar and budget? Are you investing the best of 

your time, money, and energy into your church family or into stuff that has little-to-no eternal 

significance? Please reach out if you’d like to discuss any of this.  
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Other Articles/Songs/Videos: Please ask us about many other resources. 

 

Quotes related to this passage: 

• There’s a difference between fishing and taking the bait: Instead of fishing, some have taken 

the bait! What I mean is that Christianity isn’t the same as the American dream. Listen to what 

Jesus told his disciples in Matthew 16:24-26: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny 

himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but 

whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole 

world and forfeits his soul? Or what shall a man give in return for his soul?” Historically, God 

has never been happy when His kids became so involved in worldly pursuits that they neglect 

the feeding and fortifying of His flock. Every one of us has limits, which many of us tend to 

push way too far. Instead of indulging our every desire, Christians must learn to do what 

Americans don’t like to do it all--to limit ourselves! You say, “Why would I ever do that?” 

Because Jesus gave us stuff to do that we can’t do well if we’re filling up our calendars with 

non-essential pursuits. While it’s good to get involved in normal, everyday activities (e.g., 

work, school, play), let’s never forget the primary mission to which Jesus has called His church. 

• Something to consider every day: If we’ve been rescued and know Jesus, then why wouldn’t 

we take every opportunity to share the mercy that we’ve experienced by grace through faith in 

Christ? To put it simply…whatever you do this week, should include finding out if the people 

you encounter know Jesus, and if not, inviting them to come hang out with you and God’s 

people on a regular basis so they can hear about and experience the truth in love! This means 

we must be prepared to offer hospitality to anyone the Lord puts in our path.  

• Peter finally got the message: Listen to what he later wrote in 1 Peter 5:1-4 (NLT): “And now, 

a word to you who are elders in the churches. I, too, am an elder and a witness to the sufferings 

of Christ. And I, too, will share in his glory when he is revealed to the whole world. As a fellow 

elder, I appeal to you: Care for the flock God has entrusted to you. Watch over it willingly, not 

grudgingly--not for what you will get out of it, but because you are eager to serve God. Don't 

lord it over the people assigned to your care but lead them by your own good example. And 

when the Great Shepherd appears, you will receive a crown of never-ending glory and honor.” 

Friends, this isn’t merely a word for pastors, it also speaks to what churches should be about.  

• Summary: “We can view chapter 21 as an epilogue which develops previous themes, bringing 

these subjects to a firm conclusion. The fish hauled in from the sea and the sheep that Peter is 

called to love now symbolize those in the world whom Jesus likewise loves, those who will 

believe in Christ later through their words (17:20)—other sheep perhaps not yet in Jesus’ fold 

(10:16). Also, John concentrates on the character of Peter whose name threads through the 

entire chapter. Peter’s threefold denial of Christ (18:15–18, 25–27) is now matched by his 

threefold announcement of love. (BKBC, 159) 

• Gleaning takeaways: “In order to develop John 21 for an audience today, we should also probe 

the personal issues in Peter’s life and make them a paradigm for personal health in ministry 

today. The work of the church—the gathering of fish, the nurture of sheep—cannot go forward 

unless its ministers are healed of their histories and renewed by God’s Spirit.” (Burge, 593) 

 

Quotes related to the larger context: 

• The point of John 21: “These are not stories that affirm the reality of the resurrection or the 

truth of Jesus’ message. The fishing miracle of chapter 21 is not a sign for unbelievers, 
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compelling them to believe in the resurrected Christ. Chapter 21 is an epilogue addressed to the 

church and its responsibilities and work in the world. The principal story in the chapter—the 

great catch of fish and Jesus’ subsequent conversation around the morning fire—reinforces the 

apostolic commission to take responsibility for those who come into the kingdom of Christ. 

Peter is to be fisherman and shepherd; some followers even may be called to be martyrs, but 

each has a task to glorify God by obediently following Jesus…The catch of fish, for instance, 

likely has little numerical symbolism. This is simply a miracle of abundance not unlike the 

enormous volume of wine in Cana (ch. 2) or Jesus’ distribution of bread (ch. 6). Nevertheless, 

the miraculous sign may symbolize the work of Peter that now Jesus wishes to direct. It is no 

accident that the Beloved Disciple points us to what is most important in the story. This is his 

literary role on many occasions. He is the one who recognizes Jesus’ identity (21:7) when 

others cannot; and when Peter races to the shore, he is the one who stays with the fish, bringing 

them laboriously to land. Peter’s zeal is outdone again by John’s perception and insight. The 

fish—as practical gift and symbol of divine work—must not be neglected.” (Burge, 592-593) 

• Controversy over chapter 21: “Scholars are divided over the literary history and role of John 

21. Some view it as a vital and necessary conclusion to the Gospel, intimately linked to the 

previous twenty chapters. Others conclude that this final chapter is a supplement to the Gospel, 

an addition penned either by the same author who wrote chapters 1–20 or by his disciples (who 

identify themselves in 21:24) …At the same time, however, there is no evidence in the 

manuscript tradition that this Gospel ever circulated without this final chapter. Burge, 580. 

• No manuscripts without chapter 21: “Jesus appears to his disciples by the sea. Some scholars 

have supposed that this chapter is by another author, but there is no manuscript evidence of the 

circulation of the gospel without it. Although it appears to be something in the nature of an 

afterthought, it may have been intended to correspond to the prologue. It is unlikely that another 

author wrote this section since there are several points of contact in it with the style and 

language of the previous chapters.” (Guthrie, 1063) 

• Full life: John said he wrote this letter to help us find “fullness of life through believing Jesus 

is the Christ, the Son of God.” Chapters 1-12 contain 3 years of real-life stories where people 

met Jesus during His public ministry. Chapters 13-21 slow way down as Jesus began to reveal 

His (God’s) heart to His disciples in the week leading up to the cross and resurrection. 

• Book Context: The Gospel of the Apostle John, the son of Zebedee, provides a clearly stated 

purpose. John 20:30-31 says, “Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, 

which are not written in this book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” Some 

people demand to have all their questions satisfied before bowing to Jesus, yet John claimed his 

limited account was enough to bring anyone to faith. As we read it, our Savior and friend 

emerges from the pages as a real person in the real world. Jesus shows us what we could 

become, if we too would rely on His infinite Father who will gladly supply whatever we need. 

• Life in his name: Life is the Greek word, “zōē”, which means “Life, Living, Lifetime, Life-

Giving” and is where we get the word, “zoology” in English. Vine’s Expository Dictionary of 

New Testament Words says it’s “used in the NT of life as a principle, life in the absolute sense, 

life as God has it, that which the Father has in Himself, and which He gave to the Incarnate Son 

to have in Himself, Jhn 5:26, and which the Son manifested in the world, 1Jo 1:2. From this life 

man has become alienated in consequence of the Fall, Eph 4:18, and of this life men become 

partakers through faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, Jhn 3:15, who becomes its Author to all such as 

trust in Him, Act 3:15, and who is therefore said to be ‘the life’ of the believer, Col 3:4, for the 
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life that He gives He maintains, Jhn 6:35, 63. Eternal life is the present actual possession of the 

believer because of his relationship with Christ, Jhn 5:24; 1Jo 3:14, and that it will one day 

extend its domain to the sphere of the body is assured by the Resurrection of Christ, 2Cr 5:4; 

2Ti 1:10. This life is not merely a principle of power and mobility, however, for it has moral 

associations which are inseparable from it, as of holiness and righteousness. Death and sin, life 

and holiness, are frequently contrasted in the Scriptures.” 
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Direction for discussion leaders: 

1. Keep circling back to the big idea and main points of the passage to stay on track. 

2. Keep the discussion around 30 mins. Go for a single, not a home run.  

3. Keep the group small for deeper sharing. Once you hit the “sweet spot”, spend your time there. 

4. Keep these simple questions in your back pocket: What is God teaching you? What are you going to 

do about it? How will it help you love & serve others? 

 

Some great resources for digging deeper into community group life: 

How life together looks http://austinstone.org/stories/film/item/140-missional-community-lukes-story 

Rethinking what we do https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kvWnXYSELF4&feature=player_embedded 

Numerous articles to provoke thought http://toddengstrom.com/archives/ 

What groups of 2-3 might look like http://toddengstrom.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/LTG-Overview.pdf 
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