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John 21:20-25 

SI:  The theological and literary climax of John’s Gospel is chapter 20. 
It ends with the resurrection of Christ, Thomas’ confession that Jesus is both Lord  
   and God, and a final call for all people to believe in Christ the Son of God  
   for eternal life. 

But then there’s another chapter.  Chapter 21.  It almost feels tacked on. 
Jesus appears one more time to seven of his disciples up in Galilee on  
   the shore of the lake.  He performs a miracle, he feeds them breakfast, 
   and he has a conversation with Peter. 
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the sequel. 

Jesus will ascend to heaven, but he will continue his work here on earth 
   through the Holy Spirit, and through us, his disciples. 
So this chapter shows us, as a sort of real life parable,  
   the important things we need to know about living in the sequel. 

INTRO:  I had some friends in college who were on a road trip and running 
   very low on gas.  So they pulled into gas station, went inside to pay 
   (this was before pay at the pump and some place made you pay first). 
They were delighted to find the gas station had video games, video arcade games.   
This was the early 80s, so Pac-Man, Galaga, Donkey Kong, Frogger— 
   They started pumping quarters into the machines and had a grand time. 
When they were done, they jumped back in their car, drove about five miles up the  
   interstate and ran out of gas.   
How could they get so distracted from the very reason for their stop? 
   Well, in this episode someone gets distracted from something very important. 
   And it’s a faith lesson for all of us. 

The risen Lord Jesus Christ appeared to seven of the disciples on the shore of 
   Lake Tiberius.  He performed a miracle, gave them a great catch of fish. 
Then he fed them breakfast, and at that breakfast around a fire, he questioned  
   Peter in front of them all and restored him to the fellowship and ministry.  
Peter, do you love me more than these?   
   Yes, Lord, you know that I love you. 
   Feed my lambs.   
Then Jesus told Peter the kind of death he would have to glorify God. 
Then Jesus said to Peter:  Follow me. 



Follow me meant two things:   
It meant literally.  Peter, get up and let’s go for a walk, just the two of us. 
   I have some things I need to say to you privately. 
That was what Jesus literally meant.  But follow me also had a symbolic meaning.   
   It stands for faith and discipleship. 
   Jesus was saying, Peter believe in me, trust me, obey me. 

If Jesus Christ appeared to you on the shore of Smith Lake early one morning while  
   you were fishing with some buddies, and if he looked at you and said, 
   Come on.  Walk with me.  We need to talk.  I hope you would be concentrating. 
This was a pretty big moment in Peter’s life.  
But what did Peter do?   
   He looked back and saw John following them and he got distracted.   
And after pulling his attention back Jesus said again,  
   but this time with special emphasis:  You follow me. 

I said for the past two Sundays and I’ve said it again today, John 21 is a kind of 
   real-life parable that shows us how we are to live in this gospel age. 
And I think one of the last lessons of this real-life parable is that the Lord Jesus 
   gives grace to his distracted disciples.  

Following Jesus and being his disciple is the most important thing in our lives. 
   But all of us can get distracted by less important things and lose our focus. 
The Lord knows that about us, so he graciously warns us ahead of time and 
   he gives us what we need to find our way back to following him. 

These final verses of John show us three big distractions from following Jesus 
   and how we find our way back to following him again.   
I’m going to call these three distractions: 
   discontentment 
   distortions 
   and doubts 
Let’s look at each of them. 



MP#1  Discontentment  
Jesus had just told Peter that one day he would die of crucifixion. 
   That when he was old, he would be taken where he did not want to go and his 
   arms would be stretched out. 
Peter was trying to take in this prophecy about his death, so he sees John 
   walking behind them and asks Jesus:  What going to happen to John? 
We don’t know exactly why Peter asked that question. 
Maybe Peter was thinking:  I’m close to Jesus and I’m going to be crucified. 
   John is even closer to Jesus, is he going to suffer something worse? 
So maybe it was concern for what might happen to John. 

But it doesn’t seem to be concern, because Jesus rebukes Peter with his response. 
It’s gentle, but it’s a rebuke.  That tells us he was not asking out of concern. 
   It seems he was asking because he wanted things to be fair.   
If this is the hard path I have to follow, then doesn’t he have to as well? 
   We’ve all thought that about ourselves and other people.   
   You sort of  admire Peter for wearing his feelings on his sleeve 

Years ago I preached through the life of Joseph and I read a sermon by Robert 
Rayburn on Genesis 37, where Joseph first steps onto the scene and God gives him 
   dreams that he will be great one day and when he tells his brothers, it’s the  
   beginning of the hostility between them.   
Of course, Joseph had tremendous talents and did become greater than them. 
I’ve never forgotten a paragraph is Rayburn’s sermon: 

Here is a fact of life, and one that we all struggle with in one way or another as the brothers 
struggled with it.  God does not treat us all the same.  He does not give us all the same things. 
He does not favor us all with the same blessings.  Some Christians are smarter than others, 
better looking, more athletic, more successful financially, married to lovelier wives or more 
impressive husbands, some have better jobs than others, some higher achieving children, some 
have better health or live longer lives.  Some people seem to step from one triumph to another, 
and others seem never to be able to escape the long reach of trouble, only sometimes of their 
own making.  And, even among Christians, some people seem to find certain virtues so natural, 
so easy to put on and to practice.  Some have so much more self-discipline than others, so much 
more sweet-spiritedness, so much more ease and skill at spiritual speech or some other 
Christian work.  We stumble along trying to do even the simplest thing at least poorly, and here 
is a brother or sister flying high above us.  What was God thinking?  It isn’t fair! . . . God deals 
the deck.  He gives to some a strong hand, he gives to others a weak hand, but everyone is 
required to play by the same rules.   

God gave Peter and John very different talents and life callings. 



Peter wrote very little of the New Testament, John wrote two immensely important 
   books, his Gospel and Revelation, as well as his three letters. 
Peter was martyred, crucified in Rome.  John apparently died of old age in Ephesus.   
   Jesus reply to Peter’s discontentment over his life vs. John’s was:   
If I want him to stay alive until I return, what is that to you.  You follow me.   

So practically speaking, how do you keep your focus on following Jesus 
   and not get distracted by discontentment and comparing yourself to others? 

Remember the Gospel.   
What had Peter experienced just before this conversation? 
   Forgiveness.  Restoration.  He deserved to be cut off but he wasn’t. 
   He was loved by Christ and given a place of usefulness. 
You deserve to die and go to hell. 
   The Lord forgives you, even of the sins you shamefully commit as a Christian. 
   He restores you, gives you a purpose and a calling. 
If it’s the lowliest calling of all, it’s better than you deserve.  Remember that. 

Reflect on sovereignty of God. 
If it is my will that he remain alive until I return, what is that to you? 
   If it is my will.  Who are you to argue with that?  
We confess in the Apostle’s Creed that we believe Christ ascended into heaven 
   and sitteth at the right hand of God the Father Almighty. 
What does that mean?  That he’s sitting at the right hand of God the Father. 
   It means he’s enthroned.  He’s sovereignly ruling. 
   He’s carrying out God’s plan on earth through his providence. 
Christ raises up and appoints people to different places and different roles in his  
   kingdom and the vast majority serve him in little places and often with hardship.   
Rest our head on the pillow of God’s providence. 
   Christ numbers hairs on our head. 

Renew our focus. 
You follow me!  That’s your calling in life—to follow Christ in the particular  
   station and set of gifts and talents and experiences he has given you.  
This is where he want you to glorify and enjoy him.  In this life you have. 
   I’m not sure what I think of the card deck illustration Rayburn used, but I’ll go 
   with it.  If the Lord has dealt you a good hand, don’t squander it. 
And if he’s dealt you a poor hand, play it well.   

So first, don’t be distracted from following Jesus by discontentment. 



Second, don’t’ be distracted from following him by . . .  
MP#2  Distortions 
What am I talking about?  Look again at verse 23.  
Because of this, the rumor spread among the believers that this disciple would not die.  But 
Jesus did not say that he would not die; he only said, “If I want him to remain alive until I 
return, what is that to you?” 

Why did John add this strange footnote at the end of his Gospel? 
   Because he was concerned about something going on in the church in his day.   
John outlived all the other Apostles.  He probably died in the year 98 AD 
And as the decades passed, this rumor began to spread among believers: 
   Well, you know the Lord said John is not going to die. 
   He’s going to stay alive until Jesus returns.  
So as John got older and older, it appears that a segment of the church began to  
   think that Jesus’ return was imminent.   
John didn’t want his death to rattle people’s faith. 
   He dies, Jesus doesn’t return, people get disillusioned and confused. 
So at the very end of his Gospel he feels the need to clarify this misunderstanding  
   by calling their attention to the exact words of Jesus and the context. 

It’s instructive to us that this rumor John was concerned about had to do with the  
   Second Coming, and believers thinking it was getting close and about to happen. 
Speculation about the Second Coming is a recurring problem in the church. 
  It distorts Scripture and becomes a distraction from following Jesus Christ. 

Someone sent me a link to a video they wanted me to watch. 
It was a pastor preaching a sermon about the COVID-19 virus lockdown. 
   He believed this is a direct fulfillment of prophecy in Revelation and that 
   it’s the beginning of a one-world government and the rise of the antichrist. 
There are all these evil forces who have mastermined a grand conspiracy to develop  
   this virus and spread it and spread panic and then use that panic to take over the  
   world and attack the church and try to destroy Christianity and freedom.   

I understand that this comes out of a particular theological framework called  
   dispensationalism.  And I’m not making an argument against that per se.   
The thing that struck me most about his sermon was how gloomy it was.   
   The wheels of this antichrist conspiracy are turning and we’re toast. 

But that’s not what Jesus said: 
He said when you hear of wars and rumors of wars, famines, earthquakes,  



   pestilences in various places, Do not to be alarmed. 
These are all labor pains announcing the birth of his eternal kingdom.   

If your interpretation of the Bible and its application to current events makes 
   you alarmed, then you’re not going to be properly focused on following Christ. 
John himself knew that if the believers in his time kept focusing on this  
   interpretation they had of end times, it would distract and disillusion them.   

Here’s my point, Christians can take aspects of biblical teaching and slightly 
   distort them or even over-emphasize them, and it ends up distracting them 
   from following Christ. 
Another kind of distraction is a hobby horse.   
   A friend of mine was a pastor in a church in which the education of children 
   became a hobby horse among a significant minority in his congregation. 
They were convinced that the Bible said Christian parents had to follow one 
   particular educational path for their children or they weren’t being faithful. 
   They were caving to the world. 
And this one issue became so immense and caused so many arguments, that 
   it distracted lots of people from following Christ. 

John gives us the antidote for distortions, and it’s careful, humble attention to  
   the full teaching of Scripture.  He says, No, Jesus didn’t say that, he said this. 
There are some very practical lessons from this. 

First, we must use the clear teachings of the Bible to interpret the difficult parts. 
   Don’t build your doctrine on the hard, confusing parts.  Don’t claim you to know 
   what the hard parts mean if the church through the ages has struggled with it. 
   There is plenty in the Bible that is clear.  More on that in a minute. 
Second, we use message and emphasis of the Bible as a whole to interpret  
   particular verses and passages. 
   This keeps your focus and your practice balanced and biblical.   

John Calvin wrote about this verse:   
They imagine and contrive more than had been told them.  Let us learn to be wise, and to think 
soberly.  We shall never cease to err unless we unreservedly receive what the Lord has taught us 
and reject all inventions of men. 

Don’t be distracted from following Christ by discontentment, or by distortions of 
biblical teaching or emphasis.  Third, don’t be distracted from following him by . . . 
MP#3  Doubts 



Sometimes believers are distracted from following Christ by doubts— 
   doubts about the historical reliability of the Bible,  
   and doubts about the doctrine and teaching of the Bible. 
The last two verses deal with these different sorts of doubts.  Verses 24 
This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down.  We know that his 
testimony is true.   

John is clarifying that he witnessed these things and wrote down this true account of  
   the Lord’s life and miracles and resurrection. 
Some scholars have disputed John’s authorship of this Gospel. 
They say it was written by an unknown person a hundred years or so after Christ.  
   Their arguments are mostly that the theological ideas about Christ are too  
   developed and too sophisticated for them to have been written by an apostle.  
They think it took a hundred years for the church to decided Jesus was God. 
Their arguments have been debunked, not only the substance of them. 
   but ancient manuscript fragments of John that have been discovered prove 
   it was written in the late first century, when John was still alive. 

Who wrote this book?   
It is certainly true that John never identifies himself by name. 
He never says:  I, John the Apostle, son of Zebedee wrote this book. 
   In that sense all the Gospels are anonymous.   
   None of the Gospel writers identify themselves by name. 
But John’s authorship can be established. 
   By the process of elimination, it’s very easy to show that he is the unnamed  
   disciple whom Jesus loved, who leaned against him at the last supper. 

Furthermore, many of the early church fathers said John was the author. 
For example, church father Irenaeus, who lived from about 130 to 200 AD wrote 
   “John the disciple of the Lord, who leaned back on his breast, published the Gospel  
   while he was a resident at Ephesus in Asia” 
When Irenaeus wrote that in the second century, there were still  people alive in the  
   Ephesian church who had known John personally.   
What about the statement:  We know that his testimony is true? 
   Who is the we?  It could be the members of the Ephesian church, where  
   John lived in his old age and wrote this Gospel.  Saying, yes, this is the apostle. 
Or perhaps this is an editorial we.   
Why am I belaboring this point?   
It’s a big deal because it’s establishing something fundamental about our faith. 
   Jesus lived and died and rose and ascended into heaven in real history. 



And he was seen by eyewitnesses.  And those eyewitness accounts make the 
   message of the Bible something that can be studied and questioned. 
Doubts about the reliability of the Bible can distract believers from following  
   Christ.  So look at the evidence and come to some settled conclusions. 
There’s nothing wrong with doubts and questions, as long as you honestly look 
   and examine the evidence.  When you do, the Bible holds up to scrutiny. 

The Bible is only is it true, it’s sufficient.  Verse 25 
   Jesus did many other things as well.  If every one of them were written down, I suppose that  
   even the whole world would not have room for the books that would be written. 
All the events John mentions only account for about 30 days of Jesus’ life.   
   He is barely scratched the surface of all Jesus said and did. 

Don’t you wish we had more?  Don’t you wish we knew more? 
Some people have doubts they think would be solved if Bible said more. 
   Why are there so many denominations.  Even Christians can’t agree. 
   That causes some people to doubt.   
Just this week, someone raised that objection with me. 

What if the Bible included several chapters where Jesus teaches exhaustively on  
    baptism and church government? 
Then there wouldn’t be as many denominational divisions in church today.   
   We’d all be Presbyterians.   
What if there were more details about the resurrection appearances? 
What if there were more teachings on difficult issues in sex ethics 
What if there were more teaching about the problem of evil. 

But the answer John gives is that God has given us all we need. 
The Bible is sufficient to answer your doubts if you approach God’s word 
   with humility and a willingness to allow it to search you and guide you. 
When you do that, I’m not saying all your questions will be answered or that 
   you won’t struggle with doubts, but you won’t be distracted from following 
   Jesus—and that’s the important thing. 

I’ve been re-reading William Manchester’s biography of Churchill. 
   It’s three volumes and almost 3,000 pages. 
The Gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John are not biographies in the  
   modern sense of the word.  
They are Gospels.  They have a message about Jesus Christ. 



So that means they pick and choose his mighty deeds and words in order 
   to proclaim that message. 

It’s interesting to see what each Gospel writer chose as the last word of Christ. 
Matthew chose the Great Commission:  Go, therefore, and make disciples. 
Mark chose his word on the cross:  My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 
Luke chose:  You will be my witnesses. 

And John chose, what are the last words he has Jesus speaking? 
It’s his final statement to Peter: 
   You follow me.   

And that final word of Jesus echoes off the Lake Tiberius beach side,  
   it echoes down through the ages and around the world, 
   and it can be heard right here and right now. 
Don’t be distracted by discontentment, distortions, or doubts. 
   Jesus says, You, you follow me.


