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John 21:15-17   (NRSV) 
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.” Jesus said to him, “Feed 
my lambs.” A second time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, 
“Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” He said to him the 
third time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt hurt 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. 
 
 
Of all the stories that our bible has that tell of the resurrection of Jesus, by far my favorite is this 
one found in John’s Gospel. 
 
The disciples have all headed home, no doubt disappointed about at all that had take place in 
Jerusalem a short while earlier. 
 Jesus, their leader, was dead 
 
We find Simon Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, James and John the sons of Zebedee, and two 
unnamed disciples have made their way back to the Sea of Galilee near Capernaum. 
 
Peter says: “I am going fishing” and the others decide to join him. 
 
They catch NOTHING 
 
A stranger appears on the seashore and calls out to them and suggests that maybe they should 
try fishing on the other side of the boat. 

I don’t know about you, but when I have been out for hours fishing and been skunked 
the last thing I want is some smart aleck telling me how to fish. 

 
But for whatever reason they give it a try 
 
And the results --- well the results were unbelievable --- more fish than they could even bring into 
the boat 
 
It is at that moment that Peter comes to the conclusion that it is Jesus --- How that can be he is 
not sure --- but he is sure it is him and he jumps out of the boat and rushes to the shore. 
 
When he gets there, he finds that this stranger/Jesus (Obviously it did not LOOK like Jesus) has 
started a fire begun baking bread and is waiting for them to bring fish to be cooked. 
 
Jesus/ the stranger says to them:  
 “Come and have breakfast.”  

 Jesus came and took the bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish. 
 
It was then, that they knew it was Jesus 
 
I love this story --- and it is one of my favorite places in all of the Holy Lands to visit. 



 
It is at this moment that we get these transformational words from Jesus. 

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.” Jesus 
said to him, “Feed my lambs.” A second time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you 
love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend 
my sheep.” He said to him the third time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt 
hurt 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. 

 
I have preached on this passage dozens of times over the years --- And I have always 
interpreted it in a unique way --- suggesting that in some Greek translations of this text that there 
is a significant play on words. 
 
Three times Jesus asks Peter a question --- but it is not exactly the same question every time. 
 
Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me --- do you agape me (love me 
fully) more than these?”  

Peter said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love (philos --- love you like a brother) you.”  
Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.”  
 
A second time Jesus said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love (agape) me?”  

Peter said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love (philos) you.”  
Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.”  
 
Jesus said to Peter the third time, “Simon son of John, do you love (philos) me?”  

Peter felt hurt because he said to him the third time, “Do you love me?”  
Peter said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love (philos) you.”  

Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. 
 
What strikes me about this passage is that seems to understand the limits on Peter’s ability to love 
Jesus 
 
Peter is not able to offer Jesus Agape love --- only philos love 

Peter can’t offer absolute – unconditional -- perfect love --- only love for a brother 
  And Jesus says THAT IS SUFFICIENT --- I will take what you can offer 
 
There is great power in this story.  It says: 

Jesus accepts us where we are and doesn’t demand more than we can give. 
 
I really believe this is what Jesus was trying to say to Peter --- but the problem is, we often get 
comfortable and believe that giving what we got right now is enough.   
 
Becoming a disciple -- a follower of Jesus --- a Christian --- means that we are willing to move 
beyond where we are today and actually FOLLOW --- actually grow in our love of Jesus 

It is moving out of our comforts zone and moving beyond a philos love for Jesus to an 
agape love 

 
So I want you to hold that understanding of this passage in mind, but also try to look at it another 
way. 
 



Jesus said, “Feed my sheep” to Peter, but if you think about it for a minute ---- Peter would never 
have seen a shepherd feed a sheep.  
 Sheep were pastured --- they were not domesticated 
 A shepherd never actually FED their sheep 
 
So what might this text mean to Peter?  
 
Hearing this text as Peter would have heard it --- Jesus seems to be showing what the role of the 
Shepherd is intended to be.   
 
And he seems to be suggesting four roles for the shepherd. 
 

• To keep the sheep mobile and on the road to mission with Jesus. 
• To insure that the sheep had plenty of good pasture so they could mature and 

reproduce. 
• To keep them safe from the predators. 
• To go out and find any lost sheep. This couldn’t be achieved if the sheep couldn’t take 

care of themselves in the shepherd’s absence. 
 
If we are to take this story and apply it to today --- this passage seems to suggest that the role of 
the pastor and staff is to equip the saints.  
 
The role of the laity is to be the ministers.  
 It’s that simple.  
 
Laity are not complete saints until they have been equipped.  
 
As Bill Easum says: "Paid staff steal the essence of sainthood from people when they “do” the 
work of ministry." 
 
Clearly the biblical role of all of God’s people is to be the priesthood of the believer. The author 
of 1st Peter writes: 

You yourselves are being built like living stones into a spiritual temple. You are being 
made into a holy priesthood to offer up spiritual sacrifices that are acceptable to God 
through Jesus Christ (1 Peter 2:4-5 CEB) 

 
In most mainline churches, too much emphasis is placed on the role of the paid staff to do most 
of the ministry.  

Believe me, most staff are happy to do it --- that is why we went into ministry --- we like 
doing ministry 

 
Heck, I get it, it is much easier to pay somebody else to do the ministry --- but that is not what it 
means to be a follower of Jesus --- to be a Christian. 
 
Christianity has one big over arching goal – to make disciples.   
 

And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given 
to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I 
have commanded you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 
Matthew 28:19-20 

 



Go and make disciples. 
 The goal of ministry is to grow people.   
 
This means that making disciples is more important than sitting on a committee making 
decisions.   
 
Put another way: 

The role of laity is not to hold an office in the church, to make decisions, and to run the 
church.   

 
If I were to ask you what ministries you have performed over the years I am willing to bet that a 
majority of you would recite a litany of positions that you have held within the church. 
 
Ministry is not about the committees that you have served on, ministry is all about reaching out 
to make disciples for Jesus. 
 
We spend way too much time and effort on ourselves and not enough building God's kingdom. 
 
So if you want to be a Christian what does that mean? 
 
Remember leadership Guru Stephen Covey --- he always talked about beginning with the end 
in mind so here are nine things that come to my mind 
 

1. A priority for a mature follower of Jesus is that they worship God, to worship God.  
They don't come to church to be “fed” spiritually or to be inspired, but to give their hearts to 
God.  
They don't argue over the time of service, or the color of the carpeting. 
They may have a worship preference, but they don’t hold that out as the only way, because it’s 
ultimately not about style.  
It’s about giving themselves over to God. 
 

2. They are constantly seeking God’s will.  
Focus on God's kingdom and not our own personal agenda 
 

3. A mature disciple loves God and neighbor. 
If there is anything I could say about a follower of Jesus it is that they obey what you could call 
the Jesus Creed: 
 “Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?” He said to him, “‘You shall love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the 
greatest and first commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as 
yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” Mathew 22:36-40 
 

4. They are non-judgmental.  
This is the loving neighbor part. Mature disciples know that they have been made whole by the 
grace of God. They know they don’t deserve it, but God’s unconditional love is just that, 
unconditional. They know they are not judged, so they don’t judge others.  In other words, they 
desire all to be welcome because they know all belong to God. 
 

5. It’s not about them. It’s about God and neighbor.  
It is pretty easy to tell who is about themselves and who is about God and others.  
 

6. They are intentional about connecting with the least among us.  



People are called to different ministries, but mature disciples are doing something that brings 
them face to face with Jesus which he tells us is found in the least of these (Matthew 25:31-46).  
It might be the homeless, poor, sick, imprisoned, hurting or disenfranchised, but they get in the 
trenches in some way to connect with someone who is in great need. 
 

7. They are generous with their time, talent and treasure.  
Mature disciples always seem to have time for others. They use what they do well for the sake of 
others. And they give of their resources to help others. 
 

8. They push the church to be outward looking.  
Mature disciples remind the church that it is organized for the benefit of its non-members.  
They are concerned about the visitor and the newer attenders, wanting to ensure that they not 
only feel welcome, but that the programs of the church are meaningful and accessible.  
They favor making the building available for use by the community.  
They are willing to challenge church members who are only thinking of themselves or about 
what’s good for the congregation. 
 

9. Finally, and most importantly --- Followers of Jesus are actively trying to reproduce.  
What is the goal of a Christian -- to make disciples! 
So a mature Christian --- follower of Jesus --- sees reproduction as their number 1 responsibility. 
 Sharing the love and hope that is Jesus. 
 
What is the goal of an apple tree? 
 To produce fruit (apples)? NO 
 The goal is to produce more apple trees. 
 
The goal of Christianity is to make more disciples --- more followers of Jesus. 
 
I never said that this would be a warm and fuzzy sermon. 

But this is the challenge that we sign up for when we choose to be Christians.  And 
remember you chose to follow Jesus! 

 
As Matt was preaching last week, challenging us to be more hospitable what kept coming into 
my mind was how we often see church like a sporting event. 
 
We come to church to get excited and fired up --- but we let someone else do all the work for 
us. 
 
I think we can see church and draw some parallels with sports, but the disconnect is we are not 
to be spectators, but we are to be participants. 
 
And church is not the big game on Sunday; Church is the locker room talk before the day --- 
church is the daily practice getting ready for the event.  It is where we get fired up and go over 
the game plan on how we are going to go out and compete --- it is where we get trained and 
empowered to go out and execute the game plan.  The coaches don't go out and compete in 
the game --- their job is to get you ready. 
 
That's what church is 
 
How we live our lives demonstrates how committed we are to the mission and ministry to Jesus.   
 



Your job --- my job --- isn't to grow the church (please don't tell the superintendent I said that) my 
job, your job is to grow disciples. 
 
So --- do you want to be a Christian? 
 
It is the greatest journey, and the most demanding journey you will ever be on! 
 
The good and wonderful news is God accepts you exactly where you are. 
 If you can only offer God philos love --- God says --- I will take it 
 
BUT DON'T STOP THERE 
 
God desires us to love with agape --- complete, full love 
 
And we do that by becoming mature followers of Jesus 
 
So get involved 
 
Getting involved means interacting with God's children 
 
We have had two funerals these past two days 
 Beautiful services celebrating the lives of Tom Lugar, John and Carolyn Tucker 
 But we couldn't have done it without some of you engaging in ministry 

Michelle, Marilyn, Candice and Debbie all actively engaging people in their grief 
with the love of God 

 
Ministry is hands on --- seeing God's children --- and lifting them with the love of God 
 Soup's On 
 Fletcher Place 
 Neighbor link 
 Martin Luther King Center 
 School 43 
 Project Transformation 
 Habitat for Humanity 
 The person who comes in off the street needing help 
 IHN/Family Promise 
 
But maybe you aren’t ready yet 
 You still need practice and learning 
Join a Bible Study or Sunday School Class 
 Re (Confirm) 
 New Disciple 
 
But my friends, a mature disciple knows that it is not in the classroom where transformation takes 
place 
 There is a time and place for learning 
 But the goal of Bible Study is not another Bible Study 
At some point we have to set our books down and get busy doing the work of the kingdom 
 
So you want to be a Christian 
 A follower of Jesus 
  Come on, let's go and change the world for God 



 
 


