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Listen for Directions Then Follow

Text:  John 21:1–14

Years ago, as a truck owner-operator, I was required by the company I 
leased with to hire someone to go with me as a second driver. We usually 
ran in excess of 5,000 miles a week which was far more than one driver 
could handle physically every week or legally any week, but that’s another 
conversation. I decided to hire a fellow who was a friend and brother in the 
Lord and went to our church. He was quite a character and often tested the 
limits of my patience, but he needed a job and I needed a driver. Teresa has 
encouraged me to write a book entitled, My Life With Dale. She thinks it 
would be a very funny book because of all the stories she has heard about 
Dale and me. Most of them are funny to me now but weren’t at all funny 
while they were happening, with the exception of a few, which were just 
hilarious.

On one occasion Dale and I were in Houston, Texas, to pick up a load of 
something. We were stopped at a railroad crossing where the train had 
stopped blocking the road while they unhooked from a few cars and 
hooked up to a few others. The place where we were going was right across 
the street on the other side of the tracks. It was taking a long time and Dale 
pointed out that we could turn around and go down a few blocks and cross 
over there. I was content but he just wouldn’t be quiet about it, so I told 
him to jump out and make sure there was nothing behind me. Supposedly, 
he looked and saw nothing and motioned me to back up. I hadn’t gone five 
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feet before I backed into a pickup truck right behind my trailer. It had 
pushed his radiator back into the engine block. I looked at Dale and he 
merely shrugged his shoulders as if they say, “Whoops”. Of course, I was 
furious but had to deal with the poor gentlemen sitting in his truck stunned 
at the stupidity of the situation. I won’t share with you what I did to Dale 
because I’m not the same person that I was then. 

This happened almost 40 years ago, but to this day I make it a habit to get 
out and check if I can’t see what’s behind me before I back up. I’m not 
willing to take anyone’s word for it. It left me with real trust issues and like 
the disciples, I have often struggled to trust the Lord’s clear direction and 
instead sought to do things in ways that make sense to me. In our gospel 
this morning Jesus taught his disciples that they would need to do things 
his way if they wanted God’s blessing.

Last week we compared the disciple John’s view of the resurrected Jesus in 
John 20, and his view of Jesus after beholding him all his glory in 
Revelation 1. We concluded that there were approximately 50–55 years 
between the two stories and in that time John’s relationship with Jesus had 
grown immensely.

Today we are going to follow that same line of reasoning by comparing 
John 21:1–14 with Revelation 5:6–14. It’s important to note that both the 
Gospel of John and John’s vision in the Book of Revelation were most likely 
written around the same time, probably towards the latter part of John’s 
life. As I pointed out last week, there is a strong emphasis in John’s gospel 
on the divinity of Christ and the relationships between the Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit. I suspect that the Revelation that John experienced, as well as 
the 50+ years that he had followed his Lord, gave him a very deep and 
powerful understanding of all those stories and events that he and the 
other disciples experienced at the beginning. So, we are reading of events 
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that the Apostle wrote about under the guidance of the Holy Spirit but also 
from experience of what it means to follow Jesus faithfully. 

Let’s read John 21:1–3, 

After this Jesus revealed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of 
Tiberias, and he revealed himself in this way. 2 Simon Peter, Thomas 
(called the Twin), Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and 
two others of his disciples were together. 3 Simon Peter said to them, “I am 
going fishing.” They said to him, “We will go with you.” They went out 
and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing.

After his appearance in Jerusalem that established and renewed the faith of 
his disciples, Jesus now appears in Galilee to a portion of his disciples. 
There are only seven mentioned here, Simon Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, the 
Sons of Zebedee (James and John) and two others that are unnamed. There 
is some question as to why the 11 were not all there, but I don’t think the 
number itself is the point here. That they are all together is important 
because Jesus had formed the nucleus of the new community during his 
ministry and had further established it at the cross and in his breathing of 
the Spirit upon them in Jerusalem. It has also been mentioned by some that 
the gospel writer intentionally left out all the names in order to represent 
those who were faithful followers of Jesus but never had their names 
published in any human documents, in other words, all the vast majority of 
saints.

John doesn’t mention why the disciples were at the Sea of Tiberias but 
Matthew and Mark record Jesus telling them to go to Galilee and he would 
meet them there (Matthew 28:7; Mark 14:28). 

Apparently, they were sitting around not knowing what to do when Simon 
Peter decides that he is going fishing. Some have suggested that Peter was 
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being impatient, but I wonder if he was just being practical. While 
following Jesus the disciples would most likely have had their immediate 
needs met by the charity and kindness of those who felt led to provide for 
Jesus and his disciples. Now, due to the scandal of the cross, this source of 
support would have likely dried up. They needed to eat, and Peter had a 
wife and kids, so it makes sense that they return to what they knew—
fishing. 

Remember, Pentecost hasn’t yet occurred, and Jesus hasn’t told them 
anything other than he will meet them in Galilee, which is in the area of the 
Sea of Tiberias. I don’t think they are being disobedient, only practical, but 
even though they are professional fisherman, they caught nothing after 
laboring all night. It’s a graphic portrayal of barrenness. Jesus is about to 
teach them a valuable lesson about discipleship, without Jesus they can do 
nothing (15:5). 

The turning point in the story comes in the morning, when the light reveals 
Jesus standing on the shore. In all of the accounts of Jesus appearing to the 
disciples, it is always “suddenly”, never expected. I love the symbolism 
here of the light revealing the light of the world. The very beginning of 
John’s gospel testified to the fact that Jesus was the light of the world. I love 
the way the message paraphrases John 1:3–5, 

Everything was created through him; nothing—not one thing!— came 
into being without him. What came into existence was Life, and the Life 
was Light to live by. The Life-Light blazed out of the darkness; the darkness 
couldn’t put it out.

What a wonderful description of Jesus as he stood upon the shore “just as 
the day was breaking”. The darkness had done everything in its power to 
put out the Light but Jesus, the Light overcame the darkness and there he 
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was standing before the disciples as they are coming out of the darkness of 
the long night. 

It’s interesting that the disciples didn’t recognize Jesus and of course it’s 
possible that it was because he was “about a hundred yards off.” 
Remember John’s account of Mary Magdalene crying in the Garden 
because the body of Jesus was not in the tomb. Listen to John 20:13–16, 

They (the angels) said to her, “Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to 
them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have 
laid him.” 14 Having said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing, 
but she did not know that it was Jesus. 15 Jesus said to her, “Woman, why 
are you weeping? Whom are you seeking?” Supposing him to be the 
gardener, she said to him, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where 
you have laid him, and I will take him away.” 16 Jesus said to her, “Mary.” 
She turned and said to him in Aramaic, “Rabboni!” (which means 
Teacher).” 

She didn’t recognize his face, but she knew the tenderness of his voice. In 
Luke 24:13–32, “The Road to Emmaus”, Jesus appears to two disciples as 
they leave Jerusalem heading back home. Jesus appears to them, and walks 
with them, revealing all that the Scriptures had foretold about the Messiah. 
It says they didn’t recognize Jesus until they set down for a meal and Jesus 
took bread, gave thanks and broke it. In verse 31–32, “And their eyes were 
opened, and they recognized him. And he vanished from their sight. 32 They 
said to each other, “Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us 
on the road, while he opened to us the Scriptures?”

There may have been something different about Jesus’ resurrected body 
that was familiar but yet different. 
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Jesus said to them, “Children, do you have any fish?” They answered him, 
“No.” 6 He said to them, “Cast the net on the right side of the boat, and 
you will find some.” So they cast it, and now they were not able to haul it 
in, because of the quantity of fish. 7 That disciple whom Jesus loved 
therefore said to Peter, “It is the Lord!” When Simon Peter heard that it 
was the Lord, he put on his outer garment, for he was stripped for work, 
and threw himself into the sea.

The word that Jesus uses to address them is “paidion” (pī-dē'-on) which is 
translated: “Children” or actually, “little children”. In 1 John 2:12, 18 the 
writer uses the same word in speaking of spiritual Fathers to their children 
in the faith and I believe that’s the usage here. The disciples at this point 
are still children spiritually and Jesus’ address should be seen as 
affectionate. Jesus knew full well that they had caught nothing because he 
didn’t want them to. They weren’t fisherman anymore; Jesus had taken 
them away from that. 

When I finished seminary, I was really tempted to go back into driving a 
truck because we were broke, but God through circumstances instigated by 
him, blocked me from doing so. I wasn’t a truck driver anymore; I needed 
to know that it wasn’t an option. 

Jesus is about to teach them who he is and drive home the point that they 
are to trust his plan for their lives even when it doesn’t make any sense, 
humanly speaking. 

There is no logical reason for why fishing in the morning would be better 
than at night or why fishing off one side of the boat would be more 
productive than the other. When I would go to Rwanda to teach, I would 
stay in the Peace House Anglican compound which is right on Lake Kivu. 
All night long I could hear the fisherman singing songs as they fished. I 
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asked someone what they were singing and found out that they were 
singing encouragement to each other to stay the course, even when the 
catch was small. 

 When Jesus tells them to cast their nets off the other side of the boat, I can’t 
help but wonder if they were irritated at the suggestion or perhaps it had a 
ring of familiarity to it. Luke records another time in Luke 5:1–11 where 
Jesus makes the same recommendation to them when they first 
encountered him. Whatever the reason they complied with Jesus’ 
recommendation and end up with more fish than they could haul into the 
boat. This has the same effect as when Jesus gave thanks and broke the 
bread for the disciples from Emmaus. Their eyes were open to who was 
speaking, and here in the catching of the fish, the “disciple whom Jesus 
loved” recognizes what has happened and says to Peter, “It is the Lord”.

Jesus doesn't offer a suggestion; he gives a promise that in fact they will 
find fish where he directs them to cast. When they obey, they cannot even 
get the net into the boat because there are so many fish enclosed in it (v. 6). 
Such abundance echoes the enormous provision of wine at the wedding in 
Cana (2:1–11) and of bread and fish at the feeding of the five thousand (6:1–
13). Most commentators see these fish as symbolic of the missionary work 
of the disciples, similar to Jesus' original call, "Come, follow me . . . and I 
will make you fishers of men" (Matthew 4:19 ). Such symbolism may be 
included, but the primary point seems to be Jesus' lordship and the need to 
be obedient to him for any labor to be fruitful.

Earlier, Mary recognized Jesus when he called her name, and the disciples 
recognized him through his wounds. Now he is recognized through the 
abundance that comes through obedience to his word. It is the Beloved 
Disciple who is able to discern the identity of the stranger on the shore (v. 
7). It is typical of the Beloved Disciple that he was not mentioned explicitly 
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in the list of those present (v. 2) and also that he is the one able to recognize 
the Lord. But when the Beloved Disciple receives this insight, he bears 
witness to it. 

Peter’s response is to immediately tighten his garment so that he won’t 
arrive at the shore naked, and to dive into the water. In every account in the 
gospels where people finally recognize Jesus for who he is, there is always 
a response, never simple neutrality. 

In our reading from Revelation 5:6–14 when the “Lamb of God” takes the 
scroll “from the right hand of him who was seated on the throne” there is 
an immediate response from all those around the throne. 

And they sang a new song, saying, “Worthy are you to take the scroll and 
to open its seals, for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed 
people for God from every tribe and language and people and nation, 
10 and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they 
shall reign on the earth.”

In the presence of Jesus, the Lamb of God, all those around the throne in 
heaven did the only thing that they could do in the presence of such glory 
and holiness. It’s the next part that is so instructive as the power of praise 
when it is directed to the one who is so very worthy of praise. John writes 
that the praise spread to all the living creatures and angels around the 
throne numbering myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands. Which 
is signifying a number beyond measure, but it doesn’t stop there, nor could 
it. Revelation 5:13–14, 

And I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and 
in the sea, and all that is in them, saying, “To him who sits on the throne 
and to the Lamb be blessing and honor and glory and might forever and 
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ever!” 14 And the four living creatures said, “Amen!” and the elders fell 
down and worshiped.

John is describing praises that began in the inner circles of worship around 
the throne but cannot be limited and extend outwardly until they fill the 
universe. John sees all this in his vision of the glory of Christ extending 
throughout all of creation but he knows that those who are reading the 
gospel will need the Holy Spirit to even conceive of such a wonder. John 
had seen it and come back but in this he learned to trust Jesus no matter 
what he was asking of him because he had seen him for who he really is.

As I considered John sitting down and writing this Gospel, I had such a 
sense of him recounting the day, 50+ years ago when Jesus invited them to 
come ashore and have breakfast with him. I pictured tears running down 
his face in such gratitude. The Lord of Glory of which the universe would 
cry out praise, honor and glory had made them breakfast. Also, Jesus had 
arranged for Peter to haul in 153 large fish, which would likely bring them 
some immediate provision for their families. Jesus knew their concerns and 
that they weren’t quite where they would be in just another week or so 
after Pentecost, and so he wrapped in the lesson that they could do nothing 
apart from him, a gift for all their efforts. 

I confess that I entered into a relationship with Jesus Christ with serious 
trust issues. I saw our relationship as a partnership where he lived up to his 
part and I would live up to my part. The problem was that in order for me 
to be the man that Jesus wanted me to be, He needed to change all of me, 
and I needed to trust him with that. It was a struggle for a long time but 
when I began to see him more clearly and experience his love and 
provision, which I never deserved, I suddenly wanted him to take all of 
me, nothing would be withheld. That’s when life in Christ became my 
passion. I understand more clearly now than ever before what it means to 



follow after Jesus with desire and surrender. I’m still working on it but I 
want it now more than anything. Do want Jesus to do whatever he wants 
with your life or do you still have trust issues? 

I would like to close with the words of praise of the Psalmist who captures 
perfectly the reason that God is worthy of praise and our obedience (Psalm 
33)

For the word of the Lord is upright, and all his work is done in 
faithfulness.  
5 He loves righteousness and justice; the earth is full of the steadfast love 
of the Lord.  
6 By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, and by the breath of his 
mouth all their host.  
7 He gathers the waters of the sea as a heap; he puts the deeps in 
storehouses.  
8 Let all the earth fear the Lord; let all the inhabitants of the world stand in 
awe of him!  
9 For he spoke, and it came to be; he commanded, and it stood firm.  
10 The Lord brings the counsel of the nations to nothing; he frustrates the 
plans of the peoples  
11 The counsel of the Lord stands forever, the plans of his heart to all 
generations. 

Let’s pray!
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