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A man came to his pastor once and said “Pastor, my life is falling apart. I don’t have any money. 
I hate my job. I’m up to my neck in debt, and my wife and I are fighting constantly. I need a 
fresh start. What should I do?” The pastor thought for a minute and then told him: “OK, here’s 
what I want you to do. Take your Bible, close your eyes, let it fall open, put your finger on a spot 
and whatever that passage says to do, do it.”  The guy said “OK, got it!” The pastor sees the guy 
six months later. He’s in new clothes, and his wife is wearing a mink coat. The pastor says “How 
are you doing?” The guy says “I’m doing great! I’ve got a new job. I have money again. My wife 
and I are getting along great. That random Bible passage thing really works!” The Pastor says 
“Just out of curiosity, what did the passage tell you to do?” The guy says “It just said ‘chapter 
11.’” 
 
OK, that was a bad joke, but it brings up a good point. There are times when we all need a fresh 
start. Seriously, there are times when we need a new beginning, times when we come to realize 
that there’s no excuse for it. We’ve blown it. We have simply clearly, inexcusably failed our 
Lord. 
 
Maybe we make a horrible decision and commit an inexcusable deed. We are unfaithful to 
someone who has been nothing but faithful to us. Or after months of healthy living, we give in 
to the addiction, and we would give anything if we could take it back, but we can’t. Or maybe 
circumstances overwhelm us and reveal weaknesses in our character. The pressure of financial 
difficulty or the strain of an illness in our immediate family, or the relentless tide of our grief 
collide with the flaws in our character, and we are shocked to find our marriage, or our family, 
or our mental health are at risk. Or maybe one day, we just wake up to find that as we have 
made one little choice after another our lives have somehow gotten drastically off-course, and 
we are living like we have no foundation. Whatever it is, there are times when we all need a 
new beginning. 
 
That’s why I will forever be grateful that the Apostle John ended his gospel the way he did, not 
with John chapter 20, but with chapter 21. Today after eight months of being in the gospel of 
John, we are concluding our study of John called “More than Just a Nice Guy.” We’ve learned so 
much about Jesus in this series, haven’t we? We’ve learned that he is the Word of God, the Life 
of the Party, the Light of the World, the Good Shepherd and the Resurrection. Today we are 
going to finish John’s gospel. What I love about John’s gospel is that John doesn’t end his gospel 
with the end of Jesus’ life, as he dies on the cross. He doesn’t end his gospel with the end of 
Jesus’ time on earth, as he is resurrected and ascends to the Father. In fact, John doesn’t end 
his gospel with an ending at all. Rather John ends his gospel with the story of a New Beginning. 
 



The very last thing we are going to see about Jesus in this series is that he is More than Just a 
Nice Guy. He is the God of New Beginnings! In this story, he’s going to give a New Beginning to 
someone who really, really needed one, a disciple who failed him named Simon Peter. 
 
Let me invite you to turn in your Bibles to John 21:1-19. As we look at this story of Peter, we’re 
going to do two things today. First, we’re going to take a deep look into Peter’s story and see 
how we get to the place where we need a new Beginning. Then second, we’re going to look at 
our passage, John 21, and see three things that Jesus did to Peter, three things that he does to 
all of us to give us the new beginning that we so desperately need. 
 
So let’s read John 21:1-19. This is the last story in John’s gospel. As we come to it, Jesus has 
already risen from the dead. He has already appeared to Mary Magdalene, to the Disciples 
without Thomas, and to the Disciples with Thomas. If we’ve been reading John’s gospel, we 
know that Jesus has unfinished business with one disciple in particular, and here’s how he took 
care of it: 
 
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.” 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. 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.  
 
 When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you truly love 
me more than these (others do)?” “Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.” Jesus said, 
“Feed my lambs.”  Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me?” He answered, 
“Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.”  The third time he 
said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the 
third time, “Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.” 
Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.  



 
I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; 
but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead 
you where you do not want to go.” Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter 
would glorify God. Then he said to him, “Follow me!” 
- John 21:1-19 
 
The first thing we want to look at today is our need for new beginnings, so my first point is this: 
 
1. There are times when we all need a new beginning. 
 
This is true of all of us. No matter who we are, no matter how much confidence we have as 
Christians, there are going to be times when we fail, and we need a new beginning. We really 
see this in the story of Simon Peter. Peter has an amazing story that in many ways has been 
building up step by step to this moment that we see in John 21. So let me just walk you through 
a few snapshots of Peter’s story, so you can see what John is teaching us in this passage and 
how Peter got to this moment. 
 
Peter was a disciple. As we have gone through John’s gospel, Peter has been very confident in 
his commitment to Jesus. Peter was always the disciple in Jesus’ ministry who always said 
“We’re not leaving you.” When Jesus says he’s going to be betrayed at the Last Supper, Peter is 
the one who wants to know who the betrayer is. He was confident of his commitment to Jesus. 
When Jesus goes on at the Last Supper to say “Where I am going, you cannot follow,” Peter 
says “Not me. Jesus I’ll lay down my life for you.” In fact, Mark tells us that Peter literally said 
“Even though everyone else desserts you, I won’t. I’ll go to my death for you.” Peter was 
confident in his commitment to Jesus. 
 
If you know Peter’s story, you know he had good reason to be confident. He was the leader of 
the disciples. He was the one who walked on water. He started to sink, but nobody else even 
got out of the boat. Peter was the one who made the great confession. He was the first one to 
formally recognize Jesus as ‘The Christ, the Son of the Living God.’ In fact, Jesus even gave Peter 
a name to show how solid he was. He changed Peter’s name from “Simon,” which means “he 
hears,” to Peter, which means “the Rock.” So Peter had good reason to be confident in his 
commitment. 
 
As the hour of Jesus’ arrest and crucifixion approached, we can see that Peter acted on that 
confidence. When they come to arrest, Jesus does anyone remember what Peter did? He pulls 
out a sword and chops something off. Granted it was just an ear. I did read one scholar who 
says “The only way you would cut off someone’s right ear the way they swung those short 
Roman swords is if you tried to hit the guy from behind.” But still, Peter’s acting on his 
commitment to Jesus. 
 
John tells us they sent about 600 soldiers to make the arrest. Peter stands his ground and fights 
for Jesus. At that moment, Peter probably felt pretty strong. He was probably thinking “I did it! 



I’m the only one who fought for Jesus. I really do love him more than any of the other disciples. 
I really will lay down my life for him.” His confidence seemed well-founded in that moment. 
 
But there was a problem. It wasn’t over at that moment. The night wore on, and Jesus really 
was arrested and taken into custody. It became clear that Jesus wasn’t going to slip through the 
crowd and escape, as he’d done before. Jesus wasn’t going to call down an army of angels. In 
fact, he wasn’t even going to defend himself in the trial. Suddenly, Peter realized that this thing 
really could end with a dead Messiah, and Peter’s confidence wavered. 
 
He began to follow from a distance. Finally as he enters the courtyard of the high priest, he sees 
an opportunity to save himself from the fate Jesus is about to suffer. All he has to do is deny 
Jesus, just say that he’s not with him. So Peter joins the other workers, who John tells us are 
warming themselves by a fire of coals, and there, by that charcoal fire, he sells Jesus out. He 
denies Jesus three times. The gospels tell us that each denial became more insistent. The first 
time, he merely disowned Jesus. The second time, he took an oath. The third time, he called 
down curses from heaven on himself. He took God’s name in vain. He swore by the same God 
that had revealed Jesus as the Christ to him that he had no loyalty, no connection, no 
relationship to Jesus. Then if you know the story, the rooster crowed, just like Jesus said it 
would. 
 
Peter knew that despite all his confidence all his accomplishments, all his promises, he had 
failed. We are told that he went out, and he wept bitterly. Can I just say to you this morning 
that if we’re honest, we’ve all been there? In big or little ways, we’ve all been there. We’ve all 
come to that place where we find out that our confidence is misplaced, and we’re not nearly as 
strong as we thought we were, and we have to recognize that we have failed. 
 
We’ve all been there. It doesn’t matter whether you’ve been a Christian since Noah got off the 
ark or if you’re just finding out for the first time that you need God in your life. Like Peter, there 
are times when we fail. 
 
There are times in our lives when we feel so strong, times when we say “Not me. Man, I’m a 
strong person. I’m a good person. I don’t fail.” But can I tell you something? As I’ve lived my life 
as a Christian in two very different cultures with two very different sets of circumstance, I’ve 
come to realize how much my feeling of righteousness, my feeling of my goodness depends on 
my circumstances. We feel so strong when we’re in those “Last Supper” moments, when it’s 
easy to serve God and Jesus is by our side, and we think we are so different. But when we’re 
alone by the fire and the cracks in our foundation are revealed, we find out how weak we really 
are. 
 
Maybe we find our weakness when we struggle for the first time in our marriage, or when our 
kids grow up and start to live a different lifestyle (character weaknesses), or we sell out our 
friends or give in to temptation, and there’s no denying it, or maybe we find out when we sin 
and do ridiculous things to cover it up, or something else. But listen, we fail. All of us. 
 



What I want you to see this morning is this. Listen, this is Peter, strongest of the disciples, the 
guy who left his nets to follow Jesus, the guy who walked on water! John wants us to know If it 
can happen to him, it can happen to us. We’ve all been there. 
 
Can I just say to you that by that fire Peter’s denial made all the sense in the world? He had to 
be saying to himself “Our Messiah is really going to die, and this movement is just going to fizzle 
out. It’s a shame I can’t stick by my friend, but I might as well save my own skin.” As that night 
wore on and Jesus was crucified the next day, Peter’s response made more and more sense, so 
that even though he wept bitterly, he didn’t take his denial back. 
 
But then something happened, something that like we said in last week’s sermon changed 
everything! On the third day after he was crucified, Jesus rose from the dead! Like we said last 
week, that one event changed everything. It transformed grief. It transformed fear. It 
transformed doubt. It took all the things that seemed so logical that night by the fire and turned 
them completely on their head. 
 
It was the best news the disciples could ever have received. It meant that Jesus was alive. It 
meant that heaven was real. It meant that his kingdom was coming! The resurrection changed 
everything. But it left questions for Peter, because what Peter had done was a really big deal. 
He had disowned Jesus! During his ministry, Jesus had said “Anyone who disowns me I will 
disown before my Father in heaven.” That was a big deal. Jesus didn’t say “I will disown anyone 
who covets, anyone who steals, anyone who commits adultery.” He said he would disown 
anyone who disowned him before men. 
 
Peter had done this. He had done it three times, and he had done in the Lord’s name. Scripture 
tells us that as soon as the words were out of his mouth, Jesus looked straight at him. By the 
time we get to John 21, Jesus has seen Peter with the other disciples. It seems like it might be 
OK, but Peter has to have big questions: Did Jesus hear everything I said? Is there any hope for 
me? Can I still be a disciple? Should I tell the others what I did or pretend like this never 
happened? Should I take a backseat for a while and follow quietly? The resurrection changed 
everything, but it left questions for Peter. 
 
Let me just encourage you today. It’s true despite our best efforts there are times when we all 
fail. There are times when we all need a new beginning. The good news is this, and my second 
point is: 
 
2. Jesus gives new beginnings.  
 
Jesus gives us a new beginning by doing three things for us. In this story, we see Jesus do three 
things for Peter that he does for us all, when we fail and come to him for a new beginning. Let 
me just show them to you, and let me encourage you, if you need a new beginning, just walk 
through these steps with Jesus. The first one is this: 
 
A. Jesus takes us back through the moment of our failure. 



 
You have to think about it for a little bit but, if you compare the story of Peter’s discipleship 
with the story of John 21, you can see that in John 21 Jesus is actually re-creating the scene of 
Peter’s failure. If you look closely, every detail of this story reminds Peter of who he was 
supposed to be and of the moment he failed. 
 
Think about it: This story starts with a re-creation of Peter’s original call. Where are the 
disciples when Jesus finds them at the beginning of John 21? They’re in the boat fishing. They 
haven’t caught anything. Jesus tells them to do something different (cast their nets on the 
other side of the boat). And what happens? They have a great catch of fish. 
 
Now if you know the story of the Disciples, does that remind you of anything? That’s the story 
of Peter’s original call to follow Jesus from Luke 5! He and Andrew and James and John had 
been in the boat fishing. They haven’t caught anything. Jesus tells them to let down their nets in 
a different place. Peter resists. He says “Sure, Jesus. We’re the professionals. We’ve been 
fishing all night, but hey, if you say try another spot, we’ll try it!” So they do, and they get this 
great catch of fish! Listen: It’s the same thing! It’s Peter’s original call and, when it happened, 
Peter responded by telling Jesus “Go away from me.  I’m a sinful man.” 
 
So now Jesus has re-created Peter’s original call. As Peter comes to the shore, Jesus re-creates 
the moment of Peter’s failure. In Peter’s failure, he had claimed that his love for Jesus was 
stronger than any of the other disciples. He said “Even if all of these fall away, I will not.” John 
also specifically tells us that Peter denied Jesus by a charcoal fire. He tells us Peter had denied 
Jesus three times. Now look what Jesus does. John has already told us that Jesus lit a charcoal 
fire. Now look at what he says:  
 
When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter “Simon, son of John (notice he doesn’t 
call him Peter: “the Rock” it’s just “son of John”), do you truly love me more than these (these 
other disciples do)?” “Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.” Jesus said “Feed my 
lambs.” Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me?” He answered, “Yes, Lord, 
you know that I love you.” Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.” The third time he said to him, 
“Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, 
“Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.” Jesus said, 
“Feed my sheep.” 
- John 21:15-17 
 
Notice that Jesus has re-created the scene of Peter’s failure. He stokes a charcoal fire and calls 
Peter to it. He asks Peter “Do you really love me more than these others do?” He requires Peter 
to affirm what he had denied three times. 
 
By the time Jesus gets to that third “Do you really love me?” Peter realizes what’s going on. 
Jesus has called him back to the fire, back to the most painful, most shameful moment in his 
life. He’s forcing him to go through it again. John tells us that Peter was hurt, because Jesus 
asked him a third time “Do you love me?” 



 
Now why would Jesus do this? Why would he force Peter to go back through the moment of 
failure? Because he loves Peter too much not to. Jesus knows that the only real healing for 
Peter is found by that fire. Jesus does this for us as well. When we need a new beginning, it is 
Jesus’ delight to give it to us, but he’s going to call us back to the fire. He’s going to walk 
through our sin with us.  
 
A few years ago I did a study of forgiveness that really changed my view of the Christian life. 
One of the passages I looked at in that study was: 
 
If we confess our sin, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sin and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness.  
-  John 1:9  
 
If we want to be forgiven, Jesus requires us to come to him and walk through our failure. Name 
the thing that we need forgiveness for (gospel pattern). 
 
For years I’ve wondered why is that the requirement? Why confession? Why doesn’t God 
require us to do something or to give him something? Why is confession the mechanism for 
forgiveness? 
 
As I thought about that, I came to realize that confession is the mechanism for forgiveness, not 
because God wants to hurt us or humiliate us, but because confession is the only way we can 
really be assured of God’s love. Only when we take our darkest deeds and thoughts and sins out 
and bring them to God can we really be assured of his love. Because when we confess, we are 
taking out the very thing out that we think will cause God not to love us. We are putting it on 
the table between us. So God can look across the table at us and say “I see that, and I love you 
anyway.” 
 
When Kelley and I had been dating about six months, we had a famous fight in our relationship 
called “the macaroni and cheese fight.” I was preparing for seminary, and I was falling head 
over heels for Kelley, but I was afraid of something. Kelley had grown up with a little bit more 
money than I did. She always had nice clothes, and she got her hair cut at a nice place. I knew I 
was going into the ministry and I wouldn’t make a lot of money. I thought Kelley wouldn’t love 
me if I was poor. So I started a big fight. I told her we needed to break up because I was going 
to be poor. The climax of the fight was her saying “I don’t care. We can live on macaroni and 
cheese,” and me saying “NO. You don’t understand. I’m not talking about Kraft macaroni and 
cheese. I’m talking about the cheap stuff!” 
 
It was a silly fight. But notice something. It was only after I named my fear and told her I was 
afraid she wouldn’t want me because I would be poor that she could really affirm her love for 
me, weaknesses and all. Listen, that’s what Jesus does with Peter here. He takes him back 
through his failure, through the one thing that separates them, and affirms his love for him. 



That’s what he does with us when we need a new beginning. Jesus takes us back through our 
moment of failure.  
 
B. Jesus re-affirms his faithfulness. 
 
Once Jesus has taken Peter back through that moment of failure, he says something interesting 
to Peter.: 
 
I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; 
but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead 
you where you do not want to go  
- John 21:18 
 
What is Jesus talking about here? John tells us what he’s talking about: 
 
 Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God.  
- John 21:19 
 
Do you remember the original boast that got Peter into trouble? He said “I will lay down my life 
for you, Jesus!” But when the moment came, Peter lost his courage. But Jesus is now re-
affirming his faithfulness. Jesus says “When you are old, they are going to do to you exactly 
what they did to me.” They stretched out my hands and tied them to a cross-beam. They 
dressed me in a purple robe, and they led me through the way of suffering. And Peter, I know 
you didn’t have the courage you thought you did, but despite your failure you will be faithful in 
the end. You will actually lay down your life for me.” “You will stand before the same ruling 
council that condemned me and say ‘I must obey God rather than man. Do with me as you 
will.’” History tells us that Peter did exactly that. He laid down his life and was crucified as a 
martyr for Christ. 
 
This wasn’t just because Peter was faithful. We’ve seen his shortcomings in this story and even 
after his restoration. It’s because Jesus was faithful to him, to speak into his life and to give him 
the faith and courage he needed to fulfill his calling. And folks, that’s what Jesus does for us. 
When we fail and we are broken, (1) he takes us right back to through the moment of our 
failure so he can assure us of his love, and then (2) he re-affirms that he is faithful and calls us 
to believe that through his strength we can be what God calls us to be. Finally: 
 
C. Jesus gives us the simple command to follow him. 
 
Look at the end of verse 19. Then he said to him “Follow me!” Having taken Peter back through 
his moment of failure and having re-affirmed his faithfulness, Jesus gives Peter a simple 
command: “Follow me.” 
 
Notice Jesus didn’t say “Fix everything. You messed up with your sin.” He doesn’t tell Peter to 
go back and tell the servant-girl he really was a follower of Jesus. He doesn’t give him a 



punishment to live out to earn his goodwill. Jesus doesn’t even tell Peter to figure out exactly 
how he’s going to fulfill his calling. He just gives Peter the simplest command that any teacher 
can give his disciple, the same command that he gave Peter in John 1 when he called to leave 
his nets for the first time: “Follow me!” 
 
This is the same call that Jesus gives us today. If you need a new beginning today, Jesus doesn’t 
ask you to right all the wrongs. He doesn’t ask you to clean yourself up and make yourself 
presentable to him. He doesn’t ask you to figure it all out. If you need a new beginning, Jesus 
simply invites you do three things:  Bring your moment of failure to him, believe in his 
faithfulness, and follow him. 
 
Let’s bow our heads for prayer. Today we worship the God of new beginnings, the God of 
resurrection, the God whose mercies are new every morning. Aren’t you thankful for that? 
Maybe today you could use a new beginning. I would encourage you: Get quiet take a moment 
to walk through that moment with God (and another if need be). Let God re-affirm his 
faithfulness for you. And follow him. 


