TEXT: John 21:15-17PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of John #51: Do you love Me?


The scene set, v.15a.  


"So when they had eaten breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter..."  These words set the scene for what follows.  The Lord had just eaten with His disciples.  In that culture, a common meal was a meaningful event; it implied love, peace, and fellowship.  By cooking breakfast for the fishermen, our Lord was saying, in effect, "I want your fellowship".  


Now, He calls one of them aside to ask him, "Do you want mine?"  


The man is Peter; but the Lord doesn't call him that.  Peter means "Rock" and stands for loyalty.  But the man hadn't been very loyal, had he?   Three times he had denied the Lord who bought him.  And so, He goes back to Peter's old name--"Simon, Son of Jonah".  The words no doubt stung the Apostle; they were meant to.  But what follows, hurt him even worse.  


The great question, v.15b.  


"Simon, Son of Jonah, do you love Me more than these?"  He wants to know if Peter loves Him.  Before, Peter had shot off his mouth--promising to die for Christ, rather than to disown Him.  But the Lord doesn't want to know if Peter will lay down his life for Him; He wants to know if he loves Him.  This is enough. 


He wants to know if Peter loves Him "...more than these".  To whom or what does "these" refer?  It could mean "fishing".  Peter had, after all, gone fishing--his previous occupation.  Now he must ask himself, "Do I love the Lord Jesus enough to quit my old life for His service?"  That is possible, but doesn't quite fit the context.  


The better choice is: "Simon, Son of Jonah, do you love Me more than the other disciples do?"  This makes sense because--though they all swore allegiance to Christ, Peter made a special boast: "Even if all are made to stumble because of You, yet I will never be made to stumble". 


Now the Lord wants to know if Peter still thinks of himself as "Number One" in love.  


He doesn't; he's humbled at last.  The proud man likes to compare himself to others; he takes pleasure in being better than they are.  Peter had once felt this way.  But no longer.  Now, he doesn't care if his love is greater than John's or Thomas' or anyone else's.  All he cares about is loving Christ.


He answers: "Yes, Lord, You know that I love You".  Had Peter been like some Christians I know, he wouldn't have said that.  They think it is presumptuous to say "I love Jesus Christ".  Your love for Christ--they argue--is no better than your obedience.  Yet, the best man sins often, and therefore, can't say he loves Christ.  This sounds so humble; so pious.  


It is neither.  Humility doesn't lie.  Piety won't deceive.  We confess our sins with tears, but we don't deny the truth--we love Jesus Christ!  For all our faults, we love Him.  Love, you see, needn't be perfect to be real.  I don't love my children perfectly, but I love them.  They've seen me cranky, indifferent, and selfish.  But they know I love them.  Our Lord sees us--as we are--yet He knows we love Him.    


Had the Lord been like some people I know, He would have grilled Peter: "Is that so?  Then why did you deny Me?  Why did you boast?  Why didn't you come to the cross?" and so on.  But He doesn't interrogate Peter; He doesn't accuse Him.  He accepts his profession of love because it is true.  


Follow-up questions, vv.16-17.


Peter has now affirmed his love for Christ.  But the Lord isn't quite through with him.  "Simon, Son of Jonah, do you love Me?"  Peter replies, "Yes, Lord, you know that I love You". 


Once again: "Simon, Son of Jonah, do you love Me?"  This cuts Peter to the heart.  Do you know why?  


I don't think it's because our Lord is using sarcasm, "Do you really love Me?"  


I don't think it's because our Lord has changed His word for "love" from AGAPE to PHILEO.  Preachers will sometimes say that the former refers to a love Divine, while the latter stands for something like "friendship".  Even C.S. Lewis says this--and he ought to know better!  In truth, the words are used interchangeably in John's Gospel and in the Septuagint or the Greek Old Testament that the Apostles used.  Our Lord is not saying, "Peter, do you love Me...Peter, do you love Me...Peter, are you my friend".  


Why does He ask three times?  I think it's to match Peter's denial.  If Peter disowns the Lord three times, he must now confess Him three times.  In this way, the Lord restores Peter...fully.  He won't be a second-class disciple.  


"Where sin abounded,


Grace did much more abound".


Love proven, vv.15b,16b,17b. 


Peter has professed his love for Christ.  The Lord accepts his word, but wants more.  What does He want?  He wants Peter to prove His love by loving His people.  "Feed My lambs, Tend My sheep, Feed My sheep".      


There is a union between Christ and His people.  It is so close that whatever good we do for them, we do for Him.  And whatever harm we do them, we do Him too. 


 This is a solemn thought, isn't it?  I've never yelled at Jesus Christ.  But I have yelled at my wife.  The "reproaches that reproached [her] have fallen on Him".  How much we have to repent of!  We wonder at how men treated Christ!  How could they be so depraved?  Yet we turn around and treat His people in the very same way: we ignore them, we talk behind their backs, we ridicule them, we wish them ill.  Had we the power, we might well crucify them!   There is a verse we'd do well to memorize, I Corinthians 8:12:


"But when you thus sin against the brethren,


and wound their weak consciences,


You sin against Christ".


It is also an encouraging thought.  We want to be a blessing to Christ, but sometimes, we don't know what to do!  Here's what to do: Be a blessing to one of His people.  


No special gift is needed.  Peter had the gifts and must put them to use in "feeding" the flock with God's Word.  But most of us don't have that gift.  Yet we're not useless.  Everyone here has or can get "a cup of cold water".  If you give it to someone who's thirsty, you've given it to Christ.  


I have a challenge to husbands: Do one good thing per day for your wife.  Like what?  She doesn't need a dozen roses every day.  If you brought them home, you'd bankrupt the family and make your house smell like a mortuary!  But she needs something: She may need you to wash the dishes; she may need you to ask her, "How was your day?"  You can do these things for her; when you do, you've done them for Christ.  


If you're not married, find some believer to serve in some way each day.  If you love the Savior, you'll do His people good.  God help you to do so.  For Christ's sake.  Amen. 


Significance.

The meaning of our passage is obvious and needn't be labored.  It teaches: The supreme importance of love for Jesus Christ.  Peter might have been right in every doctrine and perfect in every practice, yet if he lacked this one thing--love for Christ--he would have nothing.  Paul makes the same point in I Corinthians 13:1-3: "Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and have not love, I have become as sounding brass and clanging cymbal.  And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.  And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, and though I give my body to be burned, but have not love, it profits me nothing".  


Paul is not disparaging knowledge or service; he's showing their hollowness without love. 


Our Lord says the same in His message to Ephesus.  He respects their "works, labor, patience" discernment and courage.  But He can't tolerate their loss of "first love". He demands they repent of this backsliding...or else!  


If love for Christ is supreme, we ought to spend much time cultivating it.  How?  By thinking on Christ.  And by mortifying the "loves" that compete with Him.  


If love for Christ is supreme, we ought to do those things in the Church that are likely to increase it.  How many Christians pursue those minor issues of theology and practice which disrupt brotherly love and take our minds off Christ?  Yet Paul urges us to "Follow after those things which make for peace and with which we may edify one another".  The Sabbath is such an issue.  Paul warns that it is possible to get so worked up over its details that we end up "Not holding the head"--forgetting Christ! 


Why is loving the Lord supreme?  You know that by now, don't you?  Because of who He is.  Who's that?  "Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God".  The demand that Peter love Him--love Him with all his heart--means nothing less.  


God make you believe that.  For when you do, then you'll say with Peter: "Lord, You know all things; You know that I love You".  

