Easter Evening 2025

“Gone Fishin’”

John 21:1-14


Gone fishin’.


In times past, a sign bearing this message could be seen on shops of various kinds. Kids skipped school to hit the local fishing hole. Fathers took their sons (and occasionally daughters) out fishing, just as their father had done years before.


Many people enjoyed fishing, from the famous to the unknown, from the wealthiest to the poorest, from the highly education to the illiterate. A number of U. S. Presidents were known to be avid fishermen, perhaps none as much as Herbert Hoover, who wrote,

Fishing is a chance to wash one’s soul with pure air, with the ripple of the stream and the shimmer of the sun on the blue waters. It brings meekness and inspiration from the glory and wonder of nature, and charity toward tackle-makers. It brings mockery and profits; the quieting of hate and lift of the spirit. And it brings rejoicing that one does not have to decide a thing until next week. An Assyrian tablet of 2000 bc says: “The Gods do not subtract from the allotted span of men’s lives the hours spent in fishing.”
 


It might seem that fishing has lost its popularity in America, but according to the latest figures, recreational fishing is big business, generating more than $148 billion in economic output and more than 945,500 jobs.
 


Most people who fish today do it for relaxation, appreciation of nature, or for sport. In the New Testament era, however, people fished for a living. Over half of Jesus’ twelve disciples were fishermen before the Master called them. In John 21, our text for this morning, we read of many of them returning to life with the nets. If we had gone to their homes at this time, there might have been a sign on the door reading, “Gone fishin.’”

An Impulsive Decision

John begins the account in verses 1-3,

Afterward Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the Sea of Tiberias. ﻿ It happened this way: Simon Peter, Thomas (called Didymus), Nathanael from Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples were together. “I’m going out to fish,” Simon Peter told them, and they said, “We’ll go with you.”
We have no way of knowing how long after the resurrection this took place, but it was not likely more than a month (since Jesus ascended to Heaven forty days after His resurrection).
 We find that several of the disciples are in Galilee, in accordance with the instructions of Jesus from Matthew 28:10 and Mark 16:7. John names them as Peter, Thomas, Nathanael, James and John (the sons of Zebedee), and “two other disciples.” We do not know who these were for certain, but they were probably Andrew and Philip, who were usually associated with Peter and Nathanael, or perhaps they were not named because they were not part of the Twelve.

At any rate, Peter goes to the others and says, “I’m going fishing.” The others follow his lead. Scholars are divided as to the motivation for this venture: Are they returning to their former occupations—away from Christ’s commission—or are they merely doing what was necessary to make ends meet?

Leon Morris observes,

It is possible that the thoughts of the fishermen were beginning to turn to their former occupation, now that they had lost the presence of Jesus. We do not know, and this incident is not enough to tell us. All that we can say is that this is a possibility and that the general impression left is that of men without a purpose.

Yet Chuck Swindoll proposes insight into their thinking:

For no less than three years, these men followed their Messiah, learning from Him and fully expecting Him to reign as King of the Jews. Then suddenly, in a matter of hours, everything changed. He was arrested, tried, judged, crucified, and laid in a tomb. When the followers of Jesus buried their Messiah, they buried their fondest expectations with Him. And when He emerged from the tomb, their dreams were left behind with His grave clothes. This long period of quiet undoubtedly became an eerie state of limbo for them. The Messiah died, but was no longer dead. Jesus communed with them on a remarkably intimate level at times, but before the coming of the Holy Spirit, they were without daily leadership. The kingdom, yet potential, was not to be what they had all hoped, so it remained a shapeless, unfixed future. Nothing remained as it had been before.

It is hard for us to appreciate how the disciples felt. You see, we have lived with the resurrection of Jesus all of our lives. For years we have known what Easter was. We may have celebrated it from childhood. Jesus was here, He died and rose again, and is in heaven. But when it first hit them, it came as something new and frightening.


So, true to form, Peter is acting impulsively. Not content to sit around and wait for Jesus to appear, he embarks on a course of action of his own choosing.


An Inevitable Disappointment


This leads to an inevitable disappointment. John continues in verses 3-5,

So they went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing. Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples did not realize that it was Jesus. He called out to them, “Friends, haven’t you any fish?” “No,” they answered.

All night they had rowed, cast their nets, and pulled them in—empty. Remember, these are professional fishermen, not just some good ol’ boys heading to the local fishing hole! How frustrating!


Then, as the sun is coming up, some wise-guy on shore calls out, “You haven’t caught any fish, have you?” (In the original Greek, the question appears to expect a negative reply.
) No wonder they replied with a curt, “No!”


What a lesson this offers to us! How many times do we (individually or collectively) go off on our own impulses without bothering to check to see if it is what God wants us to do, then wonder why we come up empty? Rodney Whitacre writes,

That night they catch nothing, a graphic portrayal of barrenness. They have done what they thought was the right thing but experience utter failure. This prepares them to learn one of the central lessons of discipleship—apart from Jesus they can do nothing. Jesus has taught this lesson before, for “never in the Gospels do the disciples catch a fish without Jesus’ help”! But they need the lesson repeated, as we often do as well.

Our plans may be good plans. They may make logical sense. It might be what the other guy (or church) next to us is doing. But it may not be the right thing at the right time for us. 

Think about some people in the Bible who fit into this pattern. 

· Abraham and Sarah taking matters into their own hands after waiting so long for God’s promise to be fulfilled. 

· Moses killing the Egyptian in defense of an Israelite slave.

· King Saul offering a sacrifice instead of waiting for Samuel to offer it.

· Jonah heading to Tarshish instead of Nineveh.

Proverbs 19:21 says, “Many are the plans in a man’s heart, but it is the Lord’s purpose that prevails.” When our best laid plans are all for naught, we might take a second look to see if we are working for God or if we are doing God’s work. 

An Infinite Delight

The story takes a turn for the better in verses 6-14,

He said, “Throw your net on the right side of the boat and you will find some.” When they did, they were unable to haul the net in because of the large number of fish. 

Then the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the Lord!” As soon as Simon Peter heard him say, “It is the Lord,” he wrapped his outer garment around him (for he had taken it off) and jumped into the water. The other disciples followed in the boat, towing the net full of fish, for they were not far from shore, about a hundred yards.﻿ When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals there with fish on it, and some bread. 

Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish you have just caught.” 

Simon Peter climbed aboard and dragged the net ashore. It was full of large fish, 153, but even with so many the net was not torn. Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” None of the disciples dared ask him, “Who are you?” They knew it was the Lord. Jesus came, took the bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish. This was now the third time Jesus appeared to his disciples after he was raised from the dead.

Here are these experienced fishermen being told by an anonymous guest to try one more time. I don’t know what went through their minds, but they did cast their nets on the right side of the boat, as they had been instructed. Morris notes, 

Some commentators draw attention to passages in classical authors showing that the right side is the fortunate side, but it is difficult to understand what relevance this has to the New Testament. Obe​dience to Christ, not luck, is the important thing.


Imagine their surprise when they tugged on the nets and discovered that they were full! Their inevitable disappointment turned to infinite delight! Not even these seasoned veterans were able to pull the catch into their boat. John goes on to tell us that the fish were big ones and that there were 153 of them. Is there some secret or significant meaning to this number? Probably not, as Merrill Tenney observes,
The observation of the exact number of the fish and the fact that the net did not break reflect both an eyewitness account and a fisherman’s perspective. John was impressed by the numerical size of the catch and the preservation of the net under the stress. Numerous attempts have been made to establish a symbolic meaning for the number of the fish, but no solid results have been achieved. All attempts are too fanciful to be credible. The soundest conclusion is that the figure represents the count taken as the fish were sorted, perhaps for distribution among the disciples, and that the record is the remembrance of an eyewitness.


Instead of trying to discover (or create) some hidden implication in this figure, we should see that the primary point seems to be Jesus’ lordship and the need to be obedient to him for any labor to be fruitful.
 As Warren Wiersbe puts it, “We are never far from success when we permit Jesus to give the orders, and we are usually closer to success than we realize.”


The relevance to our day is clear. Jesus here illustrates the secret of effective mission. There is a stark contrast between the results when the disciples went out on their own initiative, and caught nothing, and when they fished at the direction of Jesus and the boat was full of large fish; “apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5).
 The same is true for us today. Consider how this applies to the area of evangelism:


The church in the western world has never had such an array of helps, resources and methodologies as at present. The psychological and sociological sciences, as well as the fruits of the technological and communications revolution, have been plundered for secrets of successful mission. Sadly, although much time and money are often spent acquiring these tools or attending the inevitable conferences and seminars where they are unveiled, the long-term results are commonly meagre. One recent responsible survey of the evangelical churches in a major Canadian city showed that, after the dust has settled on the often frenetic struggle to employ ‘successful’ strategies of evangelism, these congregations reach on average only 1.9 genuine outsiders for Christ per year!﻿


Much of the modern church growth movement is based on sound marketing principles, but how much of it is based on sound biblical principles? How many churches (and individual Christians) are trying to work for God instead of discovering and doing God’s work?


How do we discover what God wants us to do? We need to do what Peter and the other disciples did not do in this passage: We need to wait on God. Jesus had told them to go to Galilee where He would meet up with them. They obeyed at that point, but they grew restless when He didn’t appear as quickly as they thought He would (or should). So they decided to move out in their own direction.


Fortunately they did not do the same at the beginning of Acts, as Acts 1:4 says, “On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: ‘Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about.’” The disciples did wait until the Holy Spirit came, and the rest, as they say, is history. 


When people years from now reflect on the history of this church, will they be able to say the same about us? Will we be known as those who worked for God (and came up empty) or those who did God’s work in God’s way and enjoyed God’s blessing?
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