
John 21:1-14  

Last week we read the account of the empty tomb from the Gospel according to Luke. 

Today we jump to listen to an account from John. We need to put it in context. So far in 

the Gospel according to John Jesus appeared to Mary Magdalene who took him for a 

gardener, then to the 10 out of 11 disciples, then again to all of them with Thomas with 

them too – the famous story of doubting Thomas. 

Two things happened since then. First of all, a week (at least) has passed. They’ve seen 

Jesus, they know he’s alive again, not sure how much they understand but they are slowly 

getting used to the idea.  

Secondly, the Gospel of John ended. At the end of chapter 20 we read: ‘Jesus performed 

many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But 

these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that 

by believing you may have life in his name.’ Perfect ending to the perfect story. 

And yet someone in the group of disciples John was part of must have thought that there 

are still a few loose ends to tie up. He (as probably it wasn’t a she although of course we 

cannot be certain) decided to write one more chapter. It describes one more encounter and 

today we’re going to look at the first part of that encounter. 

At least a week has passed, and the disciples are none the wiser and not sure what to do 

with themselves. They had jobs when Jesus turned up and called them to be his disciples. 

They left their livelihoods to be full-time with Jesus. Now their Master and teacher is 

gone. Ok, he’s not entirely gone but not entirely with them either – he sort of appears 

every now and then. But what do they do? 

The fishermen among them do two things – they stick together and go back to their 

original occupation. They’re very uncomfortable with this limbo time – between the old 

life and the new unknown. They have no idea what to do with themselves, how to rewrite 

their life story, how to start rebuilding it. So Peter, the impulsive and impatient Peter, 

decides he’s going fishing. That’s what he knows, that’s what he’s comfortable with, 

that’s the one thing he can do.  

His pals follow. I think it’s for two reasons. First, they have no clue what to do with 

themselves either. They’re completely lost. Even if Jesus is sort of alive but forever 

vanishing, what are they to do with themselves? Secondly, there is strength in collective 

grief. By grief I mean grief – they’ve lost their way of life, their certainty, their purpose 

and the central point bringing them all together – Jesus. 

Very often grief brings people together. Look at Grenfell, look at 9/11, look at the death 

of Diana. People look for one another to be able to grieve together and share the 

experience. Grief shared is halved; joy shared is doubled. People tend to gravitate 

towards those who share their feelings and their experience.  



We in the Church know that God’s presence is felt much deeper and fuller in community 

of faith – be it community gathered around the Word or partaking in the sacrament of 

communion. Togetherness is a great power. 

In that closeness of shared experience Jesus is revealed once again – not just to us in the 

21st century but to his first disciples too. They set off fishing and are not successful. 

There is an element of ‘without me you can do nothing’ here. This was completely their 

idea. They weren’t called by Jesus to go back to fishing, they just did it because they 

couldn’t figure out a better way and didn’t have the patience to wait for what Jesus 

wanted from them in this new situation. 

They go back to what’s familiar and fail spectacularly. They catch nothing. They might 

have blamed the weather, old gear, bad luck. We don’t know but I can’t see how their 

spirits would have been lifted by the experience. It must have been crushing.  

Then this figure appears, asking whether they caught anything. Well, no, as a matter of 

fact we didn’t, say they begrudgingly. Try throwing the nets on the other side! What was 

going through their minds for them to do it? They were the skilled and experienced 

fishermen but…maybe they lost the touch? Would you do it if someone told you how to 

do your job? Couldn’t have been easy but in their desperation and despondency they 

throw their nets on the right side.  

The catch is amazing! They can barely lift it for the abundance of it! 153 fish! That’s of 

course symbolic for completeness and overflow of blessing. It’s in this wealth of 

goodness that they finally recognise Jesus. It resonates with the feeding of the five 

thousand, needing to forgive not seven but seven times seven etc. – Jesus always means 

enough and more; Jesus always brings overflow. 

That’s a very powerful image in the context. Karoline Lewis writes: ‘This fourth 

resurrection appearance is to reveal that grace upon grace is true. By definition, grace 

upon grace cannot be restrained to a passage, to a gospel, and that’s the point of John 21. 

To show, by a ridiculous amount of fish, that God’s grace cannot be limited to the 

incarnation, to the crucifixion, to the tomb, to the resurrection, and certainly not to the 

end of a Gospel story called John. 

Resurrection is abundance. (…) 

This is a sermon that points to what grace upon grace really can be -- a hell of a lot fish 

(…) when you least expect it, just like the wine at Cana, when all hope is gone, when you 

wonder what you are doing, when you think there is no future, when your well has dried 

up, when you doubt that grace is true, when you question if grace is for you. This is the 

resurrection story we need. Desperately. All of us. That we will, indeed, experience the 

truth of the resurrection beyond the empty tomb. That Jesus will always show up on the 

shore, will invite us to share a meal once again, because abundance really means 



abundance when it comes to God. Why? Because it seems that God truly does love the 

world.’1 

In their grief, confusion and uncertainty as to what their future will bring, the disciples 

went back to what they knew best and were good at. That also happened to be the place 

Jesus had called them to be his disciples the first time around. This now becomes the 

place where he affirms them, where he meets them, where he dines with them. They 

needed to be reminded God loves them and that’s what Jesus does in the only way Jesus 

knows – with unmatched abundance. Because that’s how God loves us in Jesus. Amen. 

                                                 
1 https://www.workingpreacher.org/craft.aspx?post=4583.  
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