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 How do you come back after a big failure?  Is it even really possible to “come 
back” without having the stigma of that failure attached to you forever?  Tiger 
Woods and Bill Clinton - somehow, they seemed to recover, more or less, with the 
public after their failures, but others haven’t been so fortunate.  I’ve been re-
reading a book called Tinseltown about Hollywood and the movie industry in the 
early 20th century and was reminded of the story of Fatty Arbuckle.  He was a well-
loved silent film star until things got out of hand at a party one night and a young 
actress ended up dead.  Arbuckle was accused of being responsible for her death, 
and even though he ended up being acquitted, he was never able to make a real 
come back in the movies.   On a more personal level, this past week was the 4th 
anniversary of my divorce.  I never planned to have a failed marriage, but once I 
was divorced and the failed marriage was an undeniable fact, would it be possible, 
I wondered, to come back from that and continue serving in the church as a pastor?  
After big failures, questions about our future can be haunting.  Last week we left 
our real disciple, Peter, at a low point after his big failure.  Instead of sticking by 
Jesus in his darkest hour, he had denied him, and he wept bitterly when he realized 
what he’d done.  Now, that Jesus was alive again, Peter may have been wondering 
about whether he would be able to make a comeback.  Would he be forever 
remembered as the one who denied knowing Jesus? Would he be able to get back 
into the inner circle of disciples?  Would he get another chance to share in Jesus’s 
ministry?   
 The Scripture that we’re looking at today comes from John 21.  It’s an 
interesting chapter because it comes after what sounds like the neat conclusion to 
John’s Gospel in chapter 20.  It’s like a “oh, and one more thing” added on.  There 
are different theories about whether it is actually an add-on, and whether it was 
written by John or someone from his community, and there are different ideas 
about why, if it is an add-on, that someone felt it was important to add it on.  One 
suggestion is that the story about Peter was added in an effort to help him with his 
comeback among believers in the early church.   
 The chapter opens with the disciples at the Sea of Tiberias (aka The Sea of 
Galilee) and Peter announces that he is going to go fishing.  The others say they will 



go with him and out they go and a scene unfolds much like the scene that we heard 
about in the first week of this series when Jesus invited Peter and some of the 
others to follow him and be his disciples.  They fish all night and catch nothing, and 
in the morning an unknown person appears on the beach and calls out to them 
saying that they should cast the nets on the other side of the boat.  They do, and 
instantly they are overwhelmed with a huge catch of fish.  At that moment, one of 
the disciples says, “It’s the Lord!”  and when Peter hears that, he jumps out of the 
boat and starts wading toward the shore.  When the rest of the disciples finally 
arrive at the shore dragging in the huge haul of fish, Jesus has gotten a fire started 
and he invites them to sit down and have breakfast with him.  At verse 15, which is 
where I’m going to begin reading, Jesus initiates a conversation with Peter.  Let’s 
listen to the Scripture. 
 15 When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son 
of John, do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know 
that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” 16 A second time he said to 
him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know 
that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” 17 He said to him the third 
time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt hurt because he said to him 
the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, “Lord, you know 
everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. 18 Very 
truly, I tell you, when you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to 
go wherever you wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, 
and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take you where you do not 
wish to go.” 19 (He said this to indicate the kind of death by which he would glorify 
God.) After this he said to him, “Follow me.” 
 According to the biblical record, this is the first one-on-one conversation 
between Jesus and Peter since the night that Peter denied Jesus.  Jesus asks Peter 
if he loves him three times, the same number of times that Peter denied knowing 
Jesus.  It’s like Jesus was giving Peter a do-over, or a second chance to affirm his 
love for Jesus after denying him 3 times before.  You may have heard commentary 
before on the Greek words that are translated as “love” here.  The first two times 
Jesus asks Peter if he loves him, he uses the word “agape” which describes a 
sacrificial, divine love.  Both times Peter responds using the word “phileo” which 
describes a friendly brotherly love.  Some have suggested that Jesus is asking Peter 
if he loves him in this deep, self-sacrificing way, but the best that Peter can offer is 
the lower form of brotherly love, so finally, Jesus accepts the love that Peter is able 
to offer.  This may be the case, but others point out that there is no real significance 



behind the Greek words because there is only one word for love in Aramaic, which 
would have been the language Jesus used.  Whatever the case may be, Peter says 
“yes, I love you.” each time.  
 The exchange is important because it signals that yes, through the kindness 
of Jesus and by the grace of God, Peter would get the opportunity for a comeback.  
Jesus still loved him in spite of his failure and his failure had not disqualified him 
from being a disciple, but the significant thing is that Peter’s come back would be a 
Jesus-shaped come back.  What I mean is that when I think of someone having a 
fall and making a comeback, I tend to think of it as a return to the top, so like a “u” 
shape or a “v” shape - Bill Clinton coming back from a scandal as someone who 
people would make president again if that was an option, or Tiger Woods coming 
back from a personal scandal with forgiveness from his fans and another win at the 
Masters.   Jesus gave Peter a chance at a comeback, but his Jesus-shaped comeback 
wasn’t going to be about rising to the top, at least not the way we might normally 
think about it.   Peter would become a revered and trusted leader in the church, 
but it would happen by making a comeback to following Jesus in the way of humility 
and self-sacrifice.  Think about how Jesus responded each time Peter told Jesus that 
he loved him.  “Feed my sheep.”   
 I don’t know much about shepherding sheep, but I’ve heard that it’s not all 
time spent enjoying rolling green pastures and cuddling cute puffy creatures.  
According to real shepherds, it’s hard, muddy, sometimes bloody work that 
requires patience, skill, endurance, and commitment, and that’s a pretty good 
metaphor for what it’s like to feed Jesus’s sheep.  Peter was a fisherman.  He was 
used to making the big catch and then moving on, but Jesus was calling him to do 
a different kind of work now.  He wanted him to do the hard work of teaching, and 
caring for, and leading people who, like sheep, can be stubborn, and messy, and 
difficult to take care of.  He was calling Peter to a life of love, and service, and self-
sacrifice on behalf of others.  Jesus even hinted to Peter that this calling would 
ultimately and literally cost him his life.  My thought at this point is, I bet Peter 
wanted to be restored and wanted to be back in the inner circle, and wanted to be 
in good standing with Jesus again, but did he want this?  When he heard Jesus 
saying to him, “Feed my sheep,” was that something that he was excited about?  
Does anyone really want to love, and lead, and care for people who are hard to 
love, and lead, and care for?  Is that something that Jesus’s followers truly desire to 
do or is it something that we just grudgingly accept as our duty?   I do think that 
the answer is yes, we desire to feed Jesus’s sheep even though it can be hard.  I 
think that people actually are willing to sign up for this, but why? Why would Peter, 



or you, or I want to say yes to Jesus when he asks us to do this hard, messy, muddy, 
bloody, costly, work of feeding his sheep? I think the reason why is tied up in Peter’s 
moment of failure.  
 Do you remember what Peter said when Jesus told the disciples that they 
would all dessert him?  He said, “Even though all become deserters, I will not… Even 
though I must die with you, I will not!”  I am sure that Peter meant it when he said 
it, and I’m sure he believed himself.  What I also think, though, is that Peter didn’t 
really know himself when he said it.  He didn’t really know the truth about himself.  
He didn’t know that he would be just as scared and just as capable of denying Jesus 
as anyone else.   I think he believed that he was a little braver, a little more 
committed, a little better than the others.  Now, imagine pre-failure Peter, who 
thinks he’s braver, and more committed, and maybe a better friend of Jesus than 
anyone else - imagine Jesus putting that Peter in charge of feeding his stubborn, 
messy, sometimes-hard-to-care for sheep.  That Peter doesn’t realize that he is like 
the sheep he is called to feed.  He doesn’t recognize himself in them when they go 
astray.  He sees their messes, but he doesn’t see his own.  He thinks he is different 
somehow and he doesn’t identify with the sheep under his care.  If you’ve ever 
been under the leadership of someone with a superiority complex, you understand 
how it affects their ability to lead effectively.     
 This makes me think of a show that I think may still be on TV called 
Undercover Boss.  It’s a reality show in which the high-level executives of big 
companies, disguise themselves and go to work with all the average Joe’s that do 
the “real” work in their companies.  They could end up working in the drive thru 
with all of their minimum wage employees or doing some other kind of dirty or 
even dangerous work out in the field.  It’s a feel-good show because the bosses 
always realize that they have things in common with their lower level employees 
and their compassion is stirred as they learn about their lives and their personal 
challenges.   Through the experience they learn to identify with their employees, 
and ultimately this makes them better bosses.  Before Peter denied Jesus, he was 
like the high-level boss who thinks he is different in some way from the people he 
leads.  But then came the failure.  
 No one likes to fail, and when we do, they can be some of the darkest and 
most painful times in our lives.  Part of the pain comes from having to face things 
about ourselves that we either never saw before or we saw but managed to deny 
somehow.  When Peter denied Jesus, he was suddenly confronted with the truth 
that he wasn’t braver, or more loyal than the others.  He had to face the truth that 
when it came down to it, he was a coward - at least on that occasion.  When my 



marriage failed, I had to face the truth that even if I was a pastor and a person of 
faith who wanted to have an exemplary, Christ-centered marriage, my ex-husband 
and I weren’t any better at loving each other, or working through our problems, 
than the other 50% of couples whose marriages fail.  Peter saw that he was flawed.  
I saw that I was flawed, and chances are, if you’ve failed in some way, you’ve seen 
something in yourself that you aren’t proud of, too.  
 These times of painful self-awareness can be devastating, and we may deal 
with that pain by trying to punish ourselves somehow or by letting shame 
overwhelm us.  This is what happened to Judas who didn’t just deny Jesus but 
betrayed him into the hands of the authorities.  The lie that Judas believed, and the 
lie that we may be tempted to believe when we fail, is that because we can’t deny 
that we are guilty of some ugly things, that we have disqualified ourselves from 
being friends with Jesus.  The truth though, is that Jesus isn’t interested in holding 
those things against us.  He is interested in taking those things from us and setting 
us free.  John 3:17 tells us, “for God did not send his Son into the world to condemn 
the world, but to save the world through him.”  You can substitute “the world” 
there with your own name.  God did not send Jesus into the world to condemn 
Peter for being a coward, or to condemn Joy for getting divorced, but to save Peter, 
and Joy, and you, too.   
 To realize first, the truth about ourselves- that we are not only capable of, 
but guilty of, things that make us feel ashamed is humbling, and being humbled is 
not fun, but it goes a long way toward making us better at having compassion for 
and patience with other people that we are called to love and serve.  I can attest 
that my own compassion for people in failing marriages is much greater on the 
other side of my own divorce than it was before.  And to realize, second, that Jesus 
showers us with mercy when we deserve condemnation is transformative.  Having 
experienced love, and grace, and kindness from Jesus in the midst of our failures, 
inspires us to want to share that same love, and grace, and kindness with others in 
the midst of theirs because we know just how much we needed that when we were 
where they are. Which Peter do you think was better equipped for the difficult task 
that Jesus gave him of feeding his sheep?  Was it the pre-failure Peter who didn’t 
quite realize how much the shepherd of his own soul had shown extraordinary 
patience, and grace, and love toward him, or was it the Peter who had been 
humbled, who had learned that he was just as much in need of patience, and grace, 
and tender care as the sheep that Jesus was sending him to feed? 
 This story is about Peter who was a leader in the church, but this message is 
not just a message for church leaders.  Church leaders are called to feed and tend 



the sheep in a unique way, but if we are Jesus’s disciples, we are all called to feed 
and care for his sheep in some way or another.   When we have failed, we have a 
tendency sometimes to carry the shame of those failures with us in a way that is 
not constructive, but Jesus wants to take and use every single failure in our lives 
and turn it into fuel that enables us to love and care for others in the way that he 
has loved and cared for us.  Let go of your shame, hand it over to Jesus, and let him 
do this for you.   Amen.   
 
 


