
“The Basics”                                                                                     May 3, 2020 
John 21:15-22 

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:   
It was July of 1961 and the 38 members of the Green Bay Packers football team were gathered 
for the first day of training camp.  The previous season had ended with a heartbreaking defeat 
when the Packers squandered a lead late in the 4th quarter and lost the NFL Championship to 
the Philadelphia Eagles.  The Green Bay players had been thinking about this brutal loss for the 
entire off-season and now, finally, training camp had arrived and it was time to get to work.  
The players were eager to advance their game to the next level and start working on the details 
that would help them win a championship.  Their coach, Vince Lombardi, had a different idea.  
He was coaching a group of three dozen professional athletes who, just months prior, had come 
within minutes of winning the biggest prize their sport could offer.  And yet, he started from the 
very beginning.  “Gentlemen,” he said, holding a pigskin in his right hand, “this is a football.” 

Of course, if you’re a red-blooded American, you know that epic story. 
It’s been told and re-told, not just because it shows the skill of a great coach and  
   teacher, but because it illustrates the wisdom of remembering the basics. 

The Gospel is the basic message about our sin and God’s grace and life in Christ 
   that a person has to believe and respond to in order to become a Christian. 
It’s the ABCs.  But then you move on to the next level.  
   Right?   

But here at the end of John’s Gospel, as the risen Lord Jesus Christ is having 



   his final interactions with his disciples before ascending into heaven  
   and leaving them to carry on his work after him, it’s almost as if he says: 
Gentlemen, this is the Gospel.   
   It’s not something just for beginners.  It’s not just the ABCs or milk for babies. 
This is the message that you will come back to time and again, and it will  
   carry you through your lives and it will carry my church through this age, 
   until I return again. 

I pointed out last week, and just said it a moment ago, that John 21 is a kind of 
   real life parable.  It really happened.  Jesus was really there in Galilee. 
And it also illustrates our lives and experiences as followers of Christ. 

We looked last week at the miracle of the fish and the breakfast with Jesus. 
Let’s look this morning at his conversation with Peter and how it shows us 
   the usefulness of the Gospel throughout our lives. 
We’ll do so by focusing on three points: 
   Our sin 
   God’s grace 
   New life 



MP#1  Our sin 
Salvation is good news when we know we need to be saved from our sin. 
When Jesus was arrested, his disciples scattered. 
But as he was being taken to the house of the chief priest to be interrogated, Peter 
   followed at a distance and then came into the courtyard of the chief priest’s house. 
   What happened next is a shameful story.  
Peter was asked by the people standing there if he was a disciple of this man Jesus  
   who had been arrested.  Peter denied even knowing Jesus. 

There are several factors that made his denial especially shameful and wrong.   
One factor that increased Peter’s guilt was he was in Jesus’ inner circle. 
   He wasn’t just one of twelve disciples, he was one of the three. 
Peter, James, and John were the inner circle, they were the ones closest to Jesus. 
   He had often taken them aside for special teaching and revelation.  
   Jesus had poured personal time and love into Peter. 

Another factor was Peter’s boastfulness before this about his loyalty. 
At the Last Supper, just a few hours before Jesus arrest, he has warned the disciples  
   they would all abandon him later that night. 
Peter swore he wouldn’t.  Actually, the all said they wouldn’t abandon Jesus. 
   But Peter took it a step farther. 
   Even if they all fall away, I never will.  I will die for you. 
In other words, he was saying:  I’m your most devoted and loyal disciple. 
   I love you more than any of these other men.   

Another factor was that Peter didn’t just deny Jesus once, he did it three times.   
Sometimes you can get caught flat-footed and say something wrong and then you  
   kick yourself and say, I shouldn’t have said that, I wish I could take that back. 
Peter had two chances to take it back and he not only denied Jesus twice more, 
   but Mark’s account says the third time he denied him with curses.   

What does that mean?  Who was he cursing?  
   Probably not the people who were questioning him.  They intimidated him. 
   Some commentators think he was cursing himself.  I’ll be damned if I know him.  
But some commentators think he was cursing Jesus. 
Jewish culture put such an emphasis on loyalty, that cursing someone would prove  
   you have nothing to do with him.   
I would have convinced them that Peter was telling the truth, that he was not this 
   man’s disciple and they were mistaken. 
One more point we have to emphasize.  Peter was a believer when he did this. 



The Jewish chief priests did evil things to Jesus, but they didn’t believe in him. 
   A number of them became believers after the resurrection, and they were  
   surely ashamed of what they did.  But they weren’t believers when they did it. 
There’s a legend that the centurion who oversaw Jesus’ crucifixion became a  
   Christian.  If so, I’m sure the memory of his participation was painful. 
   But he wasn’t a believer when he did it.  Peter was.   

How does this relate to us? 
Some of you are Christians yet you have done terribly wrong and shameful things  
   you deeply regret.  You’ve betrayed someone.  You’ve lied.  You’ve cursed.   
You’ve caused permanent damage.   
   And the things you’ve done make it hard for you to live with yourself.  
You know exactly how Peter felt and you’re eager to see how Jesus restored him. 
   You’re tracking with this story.  Get to the good part.  I love this story.   

The rest of you might not have a shameful sin in your Christian past, but let me  
   remind you with a famous Bible verse often used in Gospel presentations.  
Jeremiah 17:9 
   The heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked, who can know it? 
We don’t use the term wicked anymore, not even in the church. 
   It sounds so old-fashioned but it’s very relevant. 
The concept of wickedness in the Old Testament is self-centered using other people. 
Lying, manipulating, betraying, flattering, bribing, shaming, threatening, hurting  
   and taking from other people for your own advantage.   

You’re feeling tired or pressured and you snap at your spouse or your children. 
   In your frustration you say something sharp and hurtful to them.  Why? 
   Because that little outburst relieved your pressure and made you feel better. 
The Bible has a category for that.  Wicked.   
   It’s not as heinous as what Peter did, but it comes from the same place.   

Jeremiah also says the heart is deceitful.   
Which means that we’re even able to deceive ourselves about how self-centered we 
Even if you’re a Christian for many years, this is one of the basics you have to 
   come back to over and again. 
Don’t be proud.  Until you get to heaven, you’re going to have to contend with  
   your old sinful nature, and the many wicked, self-centered things you do and say. 
   And that brings us to the second point . . .  
MP#2  God’s grace 
I bet Peter didn’t eat much breakfast.   



   He was still grieving over the damage he had done to his relationship with Jesus. 
   He probably doubted things would ever be the right again.  
But Jesus took the initiative.   
   And what he did was make Peter painfully retrace the steps of his sin.   

What kind of fire did Jesus have on beach?  Read last week.  A charcoal fire.   
What kind of fire was burning in the courtyard of high priest?  A charcoal fire. 
   That certainly brought back a painful memory for Peter. 
Then, how does Jesus address him?  He calls him Simon son of John. 
   Which is significant because the only time Jesus called him that was the first 
   time they met.  Jesus said Simon son of John, you will be Cephas, Peter. 
Cephas means rock in Aramaic and Peter means the same thing in Greek. 
   So after calling Peter that for three years, here he address him by old name. 
Which brought to mind how close they had been, history together, and therefore 
   how inexcusable Peter’s denial was. 

Did you notice something different about first time Jesus asked:  Do you love me?   
   He added:  More than these?  More than these men love me? 
Which reminded Peter of his boast at the Last Supper, that he was the most 
   loyal disciple and even if they all deserted Jesus, he never would. 
So Jesus goes back even before the denial, to point out Peter’s boastfulness. 

Then, of course, he asked him three times, just like Peter denied him three times. 
Those three denials took place over some time as people came and went. 
I imagine Jesus didn’t ask this question three times in a row.   
   He asked:  Do you love me.   Peter replied.  Yes, Lord, you know that I love you. 
Jesus nodded.  Turned and began speaking to someone else. 
   The conversation picked up with the other disciples and everybody,  
   especially Peter, thought it was over, then Jesus asked him again.  And again. 

And remember, it’s in front of the other six disciples. 
   Because Peter’s denial was public and seen by many. 
As I said, it’s a painful retracing of his sin and verse 17 says Peter was hurt. 
   He was hurt when Jesus asked him the third time:  Simon, do you love me? 
   It’s the culmination of all these painful and pointed reminders of his sin 
But Jesus wasn’t doing his just to hurt him, he was doing this to heal him. 

There’s a popular view that if God is love, he accepts everybody the way they are. 
But Jesus didn’t say:  Peter, nobody’s perfect.  I accept you just the way you are.   
   A God who doesn’t take sin seriously isn’t loving.  



If your son became a drug dealer or a pimp and was ruining the bodies and souls of  
   other human beings, would you say:  Son, I love you just the way you are? 
   That’s not love, that’s apathy.  
Love would make you hate what your child has become and is doing. 
   Love would make you pained to be in his presence. 
   Love would long for him to repent and change and make amends and be good. 

It’s not a perfect analogy, but God is so pure and so holy that he cannot look 
   on sin and wickedness, and yet he desires for us to be pure and good so that 
   we can enter his presence and have fellowship with him. 
It took the painful and shameful death of Jesus Christ in our place, as our substitute 
   to pay for our sins to forgive us.  Costly grace. 
That grace first does its work in us through thorough repentance. 
   You can’t just say you’ve done a few bad things but deep down you’re good. 
   No, you need your heart and motives to be forgiven and to be made new.   

Where do you see God’s grace making a mark on Peter?  Two things jump out.   
Throughout this painful retracing of Peter’s sins, he doesn’t try to justify himself. 
He makes no excuses.  He’d not defensive. 
    But Jesus, they all ran away.  They all deserted you. 
   My life was in danger.  I didn’t really mean it.   
   Why do you keep bringing this up?  I told you I was sorry already.  

On the other hand, he’s also not trying to self-atone by flagellating himself. 
   Oh, I’m so awful.  Oh God, I’ve blown it.  I’ve ruined everything.  Cut me off. 
Self-justification and self-atonement are responses of a heart untouched by grace, 
   because both ways to try to get God off your back so your pain goes away. 
What does Peter do?  He wants to be restored to Jesus.   
   It hurts but he takes it because God’s grace has touched him.   
So his deepest response is:  Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.   

Even if you have been a Christian for many years, this is one of the basics you must 
   come back to over and over, God’s grace in Christ moving you to repentance and  
   restoration. 
Our sin, God’s grace, and finally . . . 

MP#3 New life 
Jesus says something to Peter at the end that is enigmatic. 
“Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were young, you used to dress yourself and walk wherever  
   you wanted, but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and another will dress you  



   and carry you where you do not want to go.” 
Then John explains. 
   Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God.  Then he said 
to him, “Follow me.” 

What kind of death?  John still doesn’t name it, but he means crucifixion. 
Stretching out your hands was a euphemism for being crucified.   
   Jesus was telling Peter, when you are an elderly man, you’re going to die the  
   same way I died, by being nailed to a cross.   
That sounds horrible, but somehow it’s not, because John said that by dying this 
   way Peter would glorify God.   

To understand this we have to go back to the Last Supper and Peter’s boast that he  
   loved Jesus more than anyone and that he would die for him.  
Obviously, Peter was blind to his own sinful weaknesses, but was what he said  
   wrong?  No, it wasn’t wrong.   
He was expressing the true desire of the regenerate heart.  
   If you have been born again and reconciled to God in Christ, then you have  
   deep down a true love for God and a desire to glorify him. 

How can that be true of you if I just said a moment ago that you still have to deal  
   all your life with your sins and the deceptive wickedness of your heart?   
It’s because Christians have two natures.  
   Your new divine nature and the remnants of your old sinful nature. 
Paul calls it two selves.  Old self and new self.  The old man and the new man.   
Your new self, your born-again self, loves God and loves Christ and wants to do 
   something great for him to show your love. 

Back to Peter at the Last Supper and his boast.  That didn’t work out too well. 
But here Jesus is saying:  
   Peter, you will die for me, just like you said were willing to do.   
   You will glorify me by dying a death like mine.  
So Peter lived the rest of his life, in a sense, carrying his cross. 
   Carrying the knowledge that his life would be given up to glorify Jesus. 
   That’s a different sort of life.   
Once again, this chapter is a kind of living parable for our experience, because 
   what did Jesus say you must do in order to be his disciple? 
Deny yourself and take up your cross daily and follow him. 
   And the only way you can do that is if God has given you a new life. 
So that you see your chief purpose in life to glorify and enjoy him. 



   So you don’t cling to your imaginations of how your life should be in this world.   

Let me read you something Elisabeth Elliot wrote. 
When people shrug their shoulders and say, “Well, I suppose that’s my cross to bear,” they 
suggest that the cross is some inevitable circumstance which cannot be avoided.  But the cross 
can be avoided.  What Jesus is getting at here is the voluntary positive acceptance of what he is 
asking of us, whatever it might be.  It is not resignation or fatalism.  It is a very positive, 
voluntary act of the will, a “Yes” to God.  This should be the dominant theme of our lives.  
“Yes, Lord, what do you want me to do?”  There are all kinds of things we cannot avoid: 
difficulties, blindness, a drunken husband, an intractable teenaged child, a limitation of 
whatever sort (all of us have our particular set of limitations in which we are meant to glorify 
God).  But we can go through life gritting our teeth, clenching our fists and even saying “Yes” 
to God in the sense of, “Well, if this is what you want, I’ll take it,” without ever once in joy and 
voluntary obedience saying, “Yes, Lord, I delight to do this for you.  So let us carry the cross 
every day, not in the sense of something we hate, but in the sense of something which God is 
asking us to do and which we therefore determine to do joyfully. 

One practical application, and it’s the last thing that happens.  Kind of humorous. 
Jesus has just said to Peter:  You’re going to be crucified. 
   Peter sees John who is following them and says: What about him? 
Jesus responds the way your mother probably did to you when you were little: 
   MYOB.  Mind your own business.  If I want him to stay alive until I return, 
   what is that to you?  You follow me.   

This is so practical for the new life and following Jesus— 
   Don’t compare yourself.  Why do some Christians have it hard, others easy? 
Why do some suffer more?  Why do some find it harder to practice the faith? 
   Why do some have deep spiritual experiences, other’s not very satisfying?   
Why, Lord, if I’m your faithful follower, have you given me this hard thing 
   and denied me that good thing? 
Jesus says:  MYOB.  You’re saved, you’re forgiven, you’re loved. 
   This life is very short, it will over before you know it and then heaven. 
Love and serve the particular people I have put in your life.   
   The sheep who are easy and the sheep who are hard.   
   Carry the crosses joyfully I have given you. 
Recognizing the deceitfulness of our old sinful nature. 
Accepting the penetrating grace of God that leads us to repentance. 
Loving Christ, caring for his sheep, carrying our cross in the power of the new life.   

I guess those are the basics, but we’ll never master them in a lifetime.


