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P R E PA R AT I O N   
>   Spend the week reading through and studying John 21:1-25. 

Consult the commentary provided and any additional study 
tools (such as a concordance or Bible dictionary) to enhance 
your preparation. 

>  Determine which discussion points and questions will work 
best with your group.

>   Pray for your pastors, the upcoming group meeting, your 
teaching, your group members, and their receptivity to 
the study.

H I G H L I G H T S  
  
TAKEAWAY: AFTER JESUS ROSE FROM THE 
DEAD, HE RESTORED PETER TO HIMSELF. JESUS 
EXPLAINED TO PETER WHAT FOLLOWING HIM 
WOULD MEAN FOR PETER’S LIFE, BUT PETER 
COMPARED HIMSELF TO JOHN INSTEAD OF SEEING 
THE UNIQUE WAY JESUS WOULD USE HIM. 

WHY IT’S IMPORTANT: WHEN WE FAIL, JESUS OFFERS 
THE SAME RESTORATION TO US AS HE DID TO PETER.

GOSPEL CONNECTION: THE GOSPEL IS NOT THAT 
WE HAVE PURSUED GOD TO BE MADE RIGHT WITH 
HIM BUT THAT HE HAS PURSUED US. THIS ACCOUNT 
BETWEEN JESUS AND PETER IS A PICTURE OF 
THAT PURSUIT.
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Notes:

I N T R O D U C T I O N
As your group time begins, use this section to help get the 
conversation going. 

1 Have you ever hurt or disappointed a good friend? 
How did that make you feel?

2 Were you able to repair that relationship? If so, 
what relief did you experience at that moment?

3 In the time between the incident and the renewal 
of that friendship, what did you experience? 

Despite his bold claims that he would rather die than turn 
away from Jesus, Peter denied His Lord three times on the 
night of Jesus’s betrayal. However, Peter’s failure did not stop 
Jesus from loving, pursuing, redeeming, and reconciling Peter. 
Though Peter’s betrayal hurt Jesus as Lord and as a friend, He 
was able to look past Peter’s failure and restore Him to ministry. 
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Notes:

U N D E R S TA N D I N G   
Unpack the biblical text to discover what Scripture says or 
means about a particular topic.

> HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ JOHN 21:1-14.

	° Read Matthew 4:19. What were Jesus’ disciples 
supposed to be doing? What are the spiritual 
implications of their failure to catch fish this night?

	° To what tasks has God called His church today?

	° In what ways do we sin against God when we fail to 
follow through on the tasks He has given us?

Seven of the disciples participated in this event: Peter, Thomas, 
Nathanael, James, John, and two unnamed disciples. This 
was no important event. They were just “hanging out,” and 
for them, that meant fishing. But it was not a good night for 
the nets. In fact, they caught nothing. When Jesus showed 
up on the shoreline, they were in a helpless state. Jesus had 
called them to be fishers of men (Matthew 4:19), but they 
abandoned that task after Jesus’s death, and now they weren’t 
even successful at fishing for fish.

	° Have someone read John 18:15-18, 25-27. How 
were things left between Jesus and Peter prior to 
Jesus’s crucifixion?

	° When people questioned Peter about Jesus during 
Jesus’s trial, Peter denied any connection to Him. 
What does Peter’s rush to join Jesus say about him 
and his relationship with Jesus, in spite of what 
happened at the crucifixion? 

4 John  |   



Notes:

TEACHING PLAN                                               OCTOBER 17, 2021

	° Has shame over a past failure ever prevented you 
from running to Jesus? Why?

Peter’s lie at Jesus’s trial couldn’t have been further from the 
truth. He wouldn’t have been in the courtyard outside Jesus’s 
trial if he didn’t love Jesus, but fear and self-preservation 
kicked in, and he allowed those emotions to control him. 
Although our love is supposed to be modeled after Jesus’s, the 
reality of our fallen world is that our love will never be perfect. 
Only Jesus perfectly demonstrates the fruit of love.

> HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ JOHN 21:15-25.

	° Given Peter’s bold proclamation that he would 
die before denying Christ (Matthew 26:35; John 
13:37-38), how would you expect Jesus to confront 
him?

	° How did Jesus interact with Peter in these verses? 
What does this tell us about Jesus?

	° What impact did Jesus’s love and forgiveness have 
in Peter’s life going forward? 

Three times Peter had denied Jesus, and at this meeting on the 
shoreline, Jesus asked Peter three times if he loved Him, each 
canceling out a previous denial. Their dialogue makes it clear 
that in God’s eyes, love far outweighs failure, and no one is 
beyond His reconciliation. That kind of love would propel Peter 
to spend the rest of his life spreading the good news of the 
gospel. But as we will see, Peter still had much to learn. When 
we struggle in our walk with Christ, we are in good company. 
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	° What task did Jesus charge Peter with? Given 
Peter’s moral and spiritual failure, does Peter seem 
like a likely candidate for this charge? Why or 
why not?

	° The ultimate goal of our life and death is to give 
God glory, no matter who we are. What does 
Peter’s example teach us about living in this way? 

	° The Lord’s questions to Peter showed He wanted 
Peter to humbly follow Him out of love. Though 
comparison might seem to be the height of humility, 
what does it really reveal about our souls?

Though Peter denied Jesus, Jesus was not finished with him. 
He again issued His call to Peter to follow Him and humbly 
serve Him out of love. Peter’s love for Jesus was to express 
itself in caring for Jesus’s people. Jesus’s conversation with 
Peter shows He viewed love as the key to faithful discipleship 
and service. Likewise, if we really love Jesus, we will want to 
get involved in serving Him by caring for His people. 

In the past, Peter had boasted in pride of his faithfulness and 
courage to follow Jesus. Jesus restored Peter and called Peter 
to follow Him and serve Him in humility. Though comparison 
appears to be a measure of humility because we see others 
as more valuable than ourselves, it is actually born out of 
discontentment and dissatisfaction with what God has done 
for us and wants to give us. But Peter still had another hurdle 
to jump over—his comparison to his friend John. 

	° Why does personal failure in one relationship also 
lead to other kinds of feelings, like jealousy? Why 
do you think Peter asked about John’s future? Why 
is comparing ourselves to others so tempting? 
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	° What do we lose about our own sense of calling 
and mission when we compare ourselves to others?

	° What was the crucial issue revealed in Jesus’s 
response to Peter (v. 22)? How is this linked with 
verses 15-17? Why should this type of obedience be 
seen as the standard in the Christian life?

Peter denied the Lord out of fear of arrest and suffering. Yet 
Jesus revealed to Peter that following and serving Him required 
sacrifice. All Christian service requires us to sacrifice our own 
prerogatives and ideas. In this denial, we find the freedom to 
serve and follow Christ in the way He has called us. 

Jesus’s invitation to Peter is reminiscent of when Jesus first 
asked Peter to drop everything and follow Him. Jesus issued 
the same invitation here, reminding Peter that there was no 
going back to the way life was before. Comparing himself to 
John would only keep Peter from living the specific mission 
God had on Peter’s life, which was different from John’s. Both 
proclaimed God’s glory, led the church, and suffered for doing 
so. God was good to both in different ways. 
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A P P L I C AT I O N                  
Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture 
passage apply directly to their lives.

	° What mission has God called you to? What are 
some fears or failures that keep you from pursuing 
God’s mission for your life? 

	° As a church body, what are practical ways we can 
follow Jesus together and encourage those who 
have messed up to return to the fold?

	° Have you ever known someone who thought they 
were too sinful for Jesus to save and reach? 

P R A Y                                                                                                                                         
Thank God for His humble offer to return to Him. Praise Him 
that His love is always there for us even when we fail. Pray that 
when we return we would not bring any guilt and shame, but 
humbly accept forgiveness and move forward.
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F O L L O W  U P     
Midway through this week, send a follow-up email to your group 
with some or all of the following information: 

>  Questions to consider as they continue to 
reflect on what they learned this week: 

	°  Is there someone in your life who you need to 
reconcile with as a means of growing in Christ? 

	° What are some of the difficulties of doing so?

 >  A note of encouragement, following up on 
any specific prayer requests mentioned 
during your group gathering.

> The challenge to memorize John 21:17.
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J O H N  2 1 : 1 - 2 5

21:1-3. Seven of the disciples participated in this event: 
Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, James, John, and two 
unnamed disciples. If we consider geography and occu-
pation, on the basis of chapter 1 we might plug Andrew 
and Philip into those vacant slots. This was no important 
event. They were just “hanging out,” and for them, that 
meant fishing. But it was not a good night for the nets: in 
fact, they caught nothing.

Only John used the name “Sea of Tiberias” for the Sea of 
Galilee, and he even corrected himself on the title in 6:1. 
This body of water was also called the Lake of Gennesaret 
(Luke 5:1). We should not hurry over the word “appeared” 
in verse 1. John used it and similar words to identify the 
self-revelation of Christ (John 1:31; 2:11; 9:3). He also 
used these words in his first epistle to describe the incar-
nate Christ (1 John 1:2; 3:5, 8; 4:9) and the Lord’s return 
(1 John 2:28; 3:2). Already in the first three verses of this 
chapter, Peter has emerged as the dominant personality 
among the post-resurrection disciples. John’s central 
emphasis in this futile fishing foray was to set up the mir-
acle he described in verse 6. Nevertheless, the metaphor 
had been established by both Matthew and Mark: “Follow 
me … and I will make you fishers of men” (Matt. 4:19; 
Mark 1:17). In the symbolic spiritual reality, we recognize 
the reappearance of John 15:5—futility without the pres-
ence and power of Christ.

21:4-6. Here we find a scene similar to what we saw in 
chapter 20 with Mary. These disciples, having seen the 
risen Lord twice, did not recognize Him on shore. Let us 
not read anything mystical into the text. It could have 
been dark, or at least dusk. Perhaps there was some mist 
on the water. The text says they saw someone on the 
shore but could not tell who it was.

John would never forget the suggestion by this stranger 
to throw your net on the right side of the boat. How many 
times that night they had dropped the net on the right 
side of the boat, then the left, then the right, then the left 
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again—all to no avail. With nothing to lose, they dropped 
the net and hauled in what some interpreters have sug-
gested would have been over three hundred pounds of 
fish. Presumably that figure represents what first-century 
fishing nets might hold.

21:7-9. Notice the disciples put the net down without 
knowing who had suggested the right side. As soon as 
they saw the results, they responded in character—John 
with a word to Peter and Peter jumping into the water. 
The Greek word for “outer garment” is used only here in 
the New Testament. We should not presume that Peter 
was naked before this moment, though some have sur-
mised that.

21:10-14. The eight friends enjoyed breakfast together 
that day. The menu required some of the freshly caught 
fish in addition to what Jesus had already prepared. John, 
a professional fisherman, seemed amazed that they could 
pull in 153 large fish without the net breaking (another 
distinction from Luke 5). What a wonderful morning that 
must have been. These disciples (Thomas among them) 
experienced a new level of rest and comfort with the 
Lord’s resurrection and presence.

21:15. Embarrassing as it must have been at the time, this 
tender exchange restored Peter to leadership—a role he 
exercised early in Acts. Throughout the history of the 
church, thousands have been scattered on the roadside of 
good intentions for ministry; they traded God’s call for 
something else—like fishing. Even though this night of 
fishing may have been just a casual outing with the guys, 
as a professional fisherman Peter could have entertained 
thoughts of going back to his former work.

For the next nine verses, John brought his Gospel to a 
close with the clear enunciation of Peter’s call to min-
istry. Jesus asked Peter almost the same question three 
times. This could reflect the three denials, but whether it 
did or not, the command was similar each time: “Feed my 
lambs … Take care of my sheep … Feed my sheep.” A quick 
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glance at 1 Peter lets us know the disciple never forgot 
this moment.

21:16. The shepherding call continued a second time 
as Jesus used Peter’s old name (Simon), reverting to 

“pebble” rather than “rock.” The flow of the text empha-
sizes humility and service rather than primacy over the 
other apostles.

21:17. At this point in the text there is a change of verb in 
Jesus’ question while the verb in Peter’s answer stays the 
same. We also learn Peter was hurt by the third question. 
In Jesus’ first two questions He used the word “aqapao”; 
hence the NIV translation “truly love.” In the third we 
find the word “phileo” and the NIV drops “truly.” Most 
interpreters find no significant difference in the words, 
particularly since the conversation took place in Aramaic. 
Nevertheless, John’s record in Greek did, under the guid-
ance of the Holy Spirit, adopt a different word. It seems 
difficult from the grammar of the text to argue that 
Peter’s hurt was brought about only by the connection of 
a third question with his three denials. We might conclude 
Peter was hurt because the question had been asked three 
times. But one should not dismiss the possibility that his 
discomfort lay in Jesus’ use of a lesser word.

21:18-19. Having established the motivation for service, 
Jesus went on to describe the turns Peter’s life would take. 
This brash, independent, vocal fisherman would one day 
be dependent, presumably a prisoner, and, many believe, 
a martyr. Only the Son of God could tell someone that 
following Him would lead to death and then immediately 
say, “Follow Me!”

21:20-21. We must not forget that Jesus spoke to a 
pre-Pentecost Peter. When he learned about his own 
death, Peter apparently glanced at John and asked a ques-
tion about which he may have felt embarrassment for the 
rest of his life: “Lord, what about him?” He might have 
meant, “I’m more concerned about my brother John.” 
More likely, however, the Peter we know and love would 
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have responded to the prophecy by saying, “If I have to 
die, so does John.”

21:22-23. Jesus’ response took the form of a mild rebuke 
and the command to follow. He allowed no comparison 
with how God leads others or what He gives them while 
we feel we may have endured great sacrifice. John would 
live longer than Peter, though there is no reason Peter 
would infer this from the text. The key is not how long 
John would live nor that he would live until the Lord’s 
return (the if looms large here). The main thing is that 
each Christian should follow Christ in whatever manner 
he or she is called.

Nevertheless, rumors spread among the brothers—a 
malady that has worsened in the church over two thou-
sand years. John felt the need to correct it, so he stated 
the exact words of Jesus. John lived into his nineties, his-
tory tells us, but he certainly did not have an exemption 
from death. The argument had nothing to do with lon-
gevity or death; it focused exclusively on Peter’s attitude 
regarding God’s will for his life.

21:24. Without naming himself, John indicated he was 
the one referred to in that conversation. Now he wrote 
down what he saw and heard—an eyewitness record, 
hand-written and accurate. The words “we know that his 
testimony is true” may represent a possible affirmation 
by the early church. The “we” could actually refer to the 
Ephesian elders, or it might be the editorial pronoun we 
still use today to avoid choosing the first person.

21:25. The last verse of the Gospel of John represents what 
we call “hyperbole,” a deliberate exaggeration for dramatic 
effect. John wanted his readers to know he had just begun 
to tell the story. The words and works of Jesus were much 
greater than the record contained in his Gospel, the other 
Gospels, or the entire Bible. Nevertheless, on the basis 
of what he had written, John reminded us Jesus expects 
His people to believe and to make Him Lord of their lives, 
their service, and their futures.
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