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Do You Love Me?
John 21:15-18

Key Verse 21:15
“When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, ‘Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?’ ‘Yes, Lord,’ he said, ‘you know that I love you.’ Jesus said, feed my lambs.’”

Even in secular life, friendship remains close to the top of the list of the sacred things of life. Even the Bible adulates friendship when it says in the Book of Proverbs: “A man of many companions may come to ruin, but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.” [18:24] Truly then, blessed is the man or woman who has even one such friend in life. And even if in life such a friend is not to be found, the gracious Lord of heaven has not left us friendless. He has given us His Son that in Him we might all have a Friend who sticks closer to us than a brother. In this world, even though we form friendships, alliances, companionships, bonds of loyalty and of allegiance and of faithfulness, at some point in our lives, we stop to wonder how far will a friend go with us in times of our trouble and of our desperate need, when even a son or daughter won’t? But in Christ Jesus, for those who have come to truly know him, there is no doubt that He is the truest of friends indeed, one who has gone to the cross in our place, and one who has risen to welcome us in his circle of friends forever in the Kingdom of God. 
Peter came to know the extent of this friendship more than anyone else in the time of his trouble and of his greatest need. For three years and more, he followed Jesus and remained at his side even closer than a brother might. And what Jesus did for Peter in those years is more than a story can tell, for who can probe a man’s heart to its deepest darkest place. Yet Jesus did, and what secrets he unveiled in the heart of Peter, Jesus kept to himself. Soothing, comforting, healing, covering, Jesus did it all during the time Peter and Jesus walked together in life. And Peter’s debts of love to Jesus grew as each day passed in those years together. Only Peter knew what debt he owed to this gracious Friend. Then the day came when Peter could have at least given back a tiny bit of the friendship and love debt he owed Jesus. It was the day when Jesus was captured like a criminal and herded off to be beaten and crucified. And what did Peter do on that day for his friend? Nothing. Actually to his shame Peter turned away and declared that he did not even know Him. 
An ordinary friendship would have ended right then and there. But it was no ordinary friendship. It was a heavenly friendship tailor-made in heaven by the Father who knew all men’s hearts as well as all men’s weaknesses and failures and mistakes. And because it was no ordinary friendship, the friendship did not end on that day. Actually, it blossomed into something much much more than human friendship. It blossomed into a heavenly bond that no one in heaven or on earth could sever. On that day when Peter disowned and betrayed Jesus and the friendship they had together, this precious Friend was still acting and serving as a true friend. He was teaching Peter that all things human in origin are destined to fail, and only things touched by the hand of God are destined to grow and blossom and to bear fruit. On that day Jesus taught Peter his friend not to rely on himself nor on his own strength and human loyalties. He taught him to trust the word of God and also to trust God’s grace to him. And so Peter learned that Jesus was a true friend in every way. Not only did this friend die in Peter’s place, but he also bore Peter’s failure and turned it into something that all his Christian descendants would also learn to embrace. 
After rising from the dead, Jesus did not go out looking for new disciples, brave ones, loyal ones, better ones than the ones he already had. Jesus visited them and bestowed upon them the peace of God— a peace they so desperately needed. And So Jesus began healing them. He healed some of fear. He healed others of guilt. And still others he healed of shame and of doubt. He healed some of sorrow. And others of wounds that no human hand could possibly touch. But the hand of God in and through the Risen Jesus could. His peace to them revived them from beaten defeated disciples into men and women whose hope was no longer in themselves nor in their own strength, but whose hopes all rested in Jesus, on Jesus, and on his one sided grace to them all. It was this visit that drove all the elements of death from their hearts and awakened them to a new life which only Jesus could give them. Now that they were liberated in Christ, what would they do? And again they do the wrong thing. Prompted by the man of influence Peter, they all go back to their old life as fishermen. And it was here on the lake that Jesus saw fit once more to visit them in order to perform this one last healing that they also so desperately needed. 
In the first place, Jesus said nothing except one thing. He called them to come and have breakfast with him. He also called them friends. This alone, calling them friends, and inviting them to a meal-fellowship with him removed all lingering doubts that they were still his most precious ones, that Jesus had no intention of replacing them, that he had forgiven them of whatever they thought they had done against him, that all was well between them. They really so much needed to know this. And during the long hour of breakfast, it seems that the final healing touches swept over their hearts. But, there was still one lingering thing that needed to be done. The patient long-suffering Jesus knew that while all the disciples were fully healed of all things in their hearts— knew that while they were over any lingering doubt or shame or despair— there still was Peter! Peter of all the disciples had been the closest to Jesus, the most active, the bravest and most courageous, the boldest in everything whether in right or in wrong, the most confident of the lot of them, the one who had so openly declared that if all would fall away from Jesus and from faith, he would never fall away, that he would always forever be beside Jesus, the one man who would not ever never betray him. That Peter was now left standing alone of the rest of them. What shame might have swept over his heart, only God knows. What despair, what utter lack of confidence, what terrible sense of helplessness, and uselessness was reigning in his heart, only God knew! And while the others basked in Jesus’ love and in his beautiful and resurrected relationship with him, Peter alone stood alone, apart from all this. In brief, although he knew that Jesus had forgiven him, he was not sure he could forgive himself for what he had done. 

It was a very touchy situation. As they say, Jesus had his work cut out for him. So now Jesus began his most difficult work of all. The work of convincing Peter that he not only has forgiven him and loved him, but that Peter should now learn to forgive himself, to be secure in this love, so that he might be able to attend to the work God had prepared for him to do. For no man can serve God properly if there is even a shred of doubt in his heart that the love relationship that he has with Jesus is not as strong as it should be. Let’s see then how Jesus tackled this most difficult problem still lingering in Peter’s heart. 

Look at verses 1-14. Jesus appeared to the disciples for the last time on the shores of the Lake Galilee. They had gone out fishing together. Their fear of the Jews and of those who would do to them as they had done to Jesus was gone. But as have seen, there was still a troublesome problem yet unsolved. It was the bitter failure on their part. But at this time of personal agony, Jesus didn’t abandon them as they had abandoned him. He had come to them. He had still considered them his friends. He still loved them as his friends— unconditionally— forever.

From this we learn the essence of Christianity— or the Christian faith and the Christian life. The Christian life is not a life of burdensome expectations. Christianity is fellowship with Jesus. It is a fellowship of love— of unfailing love. What is unfailing love or love that does not fail? It is that love which covers all things with grace. It is real love— a love so real that it has within it the capacity to heal any and all wounds and to make any one rise above his or her failings and failures and to stand with the One who has forgiven and who will always forgive, and forever change any failure on our part to opportunities that glorify God. Our Lord Jesus understands each one’s failures. But Jesus does not come to condemn us. He usually comes to confirm his love for us and to restore us through his love. And that’s what he did with Peter on that day.
Jesus helped him to recover his wounded heart. To do so he helped him to confess his love to Jesus. And here is why Jesus so tenderly helped Peter to confess his love for Jesus. The fact that Jesus loves us is not enough. We must love him back. Because of sin, we fail God and lose our confidence to confess our love to him. So Jesus began to help Peter restore his confidence that was lost through his failure. Look at verse 15 it reads. “When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?” “Yes Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.” Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.” As we know, Peter wanted to love Jesus more than anything else. But the day came when Peter should have proved his love for Jesus and he didn’t. He failed. So Jesus helped Peter say what his heart wanted to shout out but what his mouth could not say. Jesus led Peter to make a confession of love.

Something wonderful happens in our hearts when we open our mouth and confess to our Lord Jesus, “Lord Jesus, I love you.” When Peter said, “Yes, Lord. You know that I love you,” it was more than a confession of love. It was a public declaration of his failure and his utter hopelessness as a lost sinner who had found endless mercy and forgiveness through the unconditional love of Jesus. It was Jesus’ love therefore, that empowered him and enabled him to confess his love to Jesus with all his confidence of a child of God. Sometimes we do not know whether we are able to love Jesus enough. There are many who cannot make a confession of love because they have not yet received the love of Jesus, freely. Today let us make a confession of love to Jesus, when we have accepted his forgiveness and love in our lives.

Jesus then helped Peter to love him practically. How? In brief, Jesus wanted him to be a shepherd for God’s flock. Jesus not only pressed Peter to confess his love for him three times, but Jesus also pressed him to express his love for him in a very practical way—in God’s way. How then must Peter love Jesus practically? Let’s read verses15-17. Every time Peter said, “Yes, Lord. You know that I love you.” Jesus commanded him, “Feed my lambs,” or “Take care of my sheep,” or “Feed my sheep.” Jesus was not just giving Peter a holy job, he was expressing his deepest concern for his own flock that live in this world of endless suffering under the power of sin and Satan. Jesus loves his flock more than his own life. Jesus wanted Peter to share in his heart’s concern for his flock. He wanted Peter to demonstrate his love for Jesus by feeding his sheep. In other words, Jesus wanted him to be a shepherd. 

There are many who claim to love Jesus. But they love Jesus in their own way. This is not good. They must learn how to love Jesus in God’s way---by taking up the cross of mission. It is not easy to love one wounded person suffering from the devastating influence of sin. It is easier to love our dog or our cat. It is easy to think that some mushy sentiments and a few kind words spell out the Christian life. But a true shepherd loves and serves God’s suffering flock with the word of God. He teaches them the Bible, he prays for them, he serves them until they too can come out of their sins and failures, accept God’s love for them and grow to be shepherds as well. We must love Jesus’ sheep and take care of them no matter how difficult they may be. This is true love. This is how we can love God practically.

Read verse 15 again. “When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, ‘Simon son of John, do you truly love me more than these?’ ‘Yes Lord,’ he said, ‘you know that I love you.’ Jesus said feed my lambs.’” Through this message let’s accept Jesus’ one sided, unconditional and restoring love for us. Let’s show our love to Jesus by feeding his lambs and taking care of his sheep. Let’s make a new decision of faith to follow him and live as shepherds and Bible teachers in this corrupt world. May God bless us to grow in the love of Jesus to love God and to love others. Amen. 
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