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Sermon – John 21 (The Secret to Great Fishing) 

Opener: Today we’re going to talk about the secret to great fishing. I don’t mean to 

offend anybody as we start things off here today, but can we all just agree on 

something? People who like to fish sometimes like to stretch the truth. “Okay, what I 

actually caught was about like this, but you should have seen the one that got 

away…” 

One time there was a guy who had a terrible day fishing on the lake, sitting in the 
blazing sun all day without catching a single one.  On his way home, he stopped at the 
fish market and ordered four rainbow trout.  He told the guy behind the counter, 'Pick 
out four really big ones and throw them to me, will you?'  

'Why do you want me to throw them at you?' asked the salesman?'  Alex said, 
‘Because I want to tell my wife that I caught them.’  

They say the difference between a hunter and a fisherman is that a hunter lies in wait, 

while a fisherman waits and lies. 

Transition: Today we have a fishing story in our text, but I won’t lie to you. Let’s look 

at John 21:1-14. 

21 Afterward Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the Sea of Galilee. It happened 
this way: 2 Simon Peter, Thomas (also known as Didymus), Nathanael from Cana in 
Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples were together. 3 “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. 

4 Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples did not realize that 
it was Jesus. 5 He called out to them, “Friends, haven’t you any fish?” “No,” they 
answered. 6 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. 

7 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. 8 The other disciples followed in the boat, 

towing the net full of fish, for they were not far from shore, about a hundred yards. 
9When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals there with fish on it, and some 
bread. 

10 Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish you have just caught.” 11 So Simon Peter 
climbed back into the boat and dragged the net ashore. It was full of large fish, 153, 
but even with so many the net was not torn. 12 Jesus said to them, “Come and have 
breakfast.” None of the disciples dared ask him, “Who are you?” They knew it was the 
Lord. 13 Jesus came, took the bread and gave it to them, and did the same with the 
fish. 14 This was now the third time Jesus appeared to his disciples after he was raised 
from the dead. 
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1. EPIC FAIL 

Sea of Tiberias = Sea of Galilee 

We know from Matthew 28:7 and 10 that Jesus had sent word to his disciples to go 

ahead to Galilee and that he would meet them there. But they didn’t know when He 

was going to show up. Peter is not one to stand around and do nothing for long, so he 

says, “I’m going fishing.” 

Was this a bad move on his part? Some say he was walking away from the faith at this 

point and going back to his old lifestyle. Others say he needed to eat, he needed to 

earn a living somehow, so it was understandable that he would go after some fish. 

Based on what we see later in the passage, I don’t think we can say he had turned 

away from his calling. But there had to be some doubt, right? These last few days had 

been such a whirlwind. After being with Jesus and doing all this great ministry 

together, all of a sudden He’s arrested, put on trial, and Peter had denied him. Not 

once, not twice, but three times. And then Jesus is crucified. And He rose from the 

dead, but everything’s different now. Peter used to be right by Jesus’ side for 

everything, but now He comes, He goes, he didn’t know when He’d see Him again. 

Maybe he is better off forgetting the whole thing. Maybe he really was meant to be a 

fisherman. So he’s heading out to do what He’d always done before. But we see in 

verse 3 that things weren’t going like he’d planned.  

On a slide: “… So they went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught [say 

it with me] nothing.”  

You can tell a lot about somebody by how they respond to failure.  

John Maxwell: “The more you do, the more you fail. The more you fail, the more you 

learn. The more you learn, the better you get.” 

You can learn a lot of important lessons from failure. Here are a few examples…  

A while back a guy ran for the legislature in a large state and was badly defeated. So 

he entered the business world, but his business failed. He spent 17 years of his life 

paying off the debts of a worthless partner. He fell in love with a beautiful woman and 

they got engaged to be married, but she died. He went back into politics and ran for 

Congress but again was badly defeated. He tried to get an appointment to the United 

States Land Office but that didn’t work out. He became a candidate for the U.S. 

Senate, but didn’t win that. Two years later, the same thing happened and he was 

beat again. He saw one failure after another and many setbacks along the way. But he 

didn’t give up and eventually became President of the United States. You know him as 

Abraham Lincoln.  
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Here’s another one you might have heard of. As a kid, he was socially awkward and 

had a tendency to withdraw from other people. In college he spent more time in a 

computer lab than in class, and he eventually dropped out of school.  He got with a 

partner and they started a business. Their company was called Traf-O-Data, and they 

were going to make money by watching and reporting the traffic patterns in Seattle. 

The business failed, though, and they dropped it. He kept fighting, though, and 

started another venture that became a little more successful. A tiny little company by 

the name of Microsoft. His name is Bill Gates.  

And there was another guy who had this to say about his basketball career… 

On a slide: “I have missed more than 9,000 shots in my career. I have lost almost 300 

games. On 26 occasions I have been entrusted to take the game winning shot, and I 
missed.” 
 
Now who would have said that? Michael Jordan. He goes on to say…  
 
On a slide: “I have failed over and over and over again in my life. And that is why I 
succeed.”  
 

Wiersbe: Peter was sincere, and he worked hard, but there were no results. Does that 

ever describe you? Do you feel like you’ve been there? You’re pouring in the work. 

There’s blood and sweat and tears going into this thing, but nothing is happening. 

That’s where the disciples were.  

And what they were about to realize was that there was one missing ingredient… 

 

2. GAME CHANGER 

On a slide: Verse 4: “Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples 

did not realize that it was Jesus.” Now when I read this, I think, “How could you not 

know it was Jesus?” Well, we’ve to remember, this could be the early morning. Maybe 

it’s not fully light yet. They’re tired; there could be mist or fog in the air.  

We see from verse 8 that they were about 100 yards away from shore. That’s the 

length of a football field. Maybe they’re like the Dallas Cowboys offense. They’re just 

used to being so far from the end zone they have no idea what’s happening that far 

away.  

Whatever it was, verse 5 tells us that Jesus calls out to the disciples. Elmer Towns 

points out this particular word that Jesus used. He called them paidia (Greek word for 

children). Not young men or the common respectful word for men. When he calls them 

paidia here, this is the only time Jesus used this word referring to his disciples. We 

can think of it as ‘boys still under instruction.’ He was preparing the way to teach 
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them a lesson. He let them see the results of doing things their way, and now it was 

time to learn.  

I appreciate the humility and teachability we see here in the disciples. When this 

stranger on the beach tells them to try the other side of the boat, they did it. They 

weren’t giving up. They were willing to try again and do what this stranger told them to 

do. 

And here we see the massive game changer: when Jesus gets involved, everything 

changes. When they drop down their net, it gets so full that they can’t even pull it 

back into their boat! They end up having to drag it behind the boat all the way to 

shore.  

Now how did Jesus know so many fish were on the other side of the boat? 

In his commentary, Elmer Towns points out that he could have used his creative 

power to create them right then and there. He could have used his omnipotent power 

to guide them right to that spot. Or he could have used his omniscient power to see 

them coming and guide them to drop the net at just the right time. However it 

happened, we know it was a miracle that only Jesus could have pulled off.   

Henry Blackaby: “Every time God places you in a position of need, He enables you to 

experience firsthand that He is your Provider.”   

We find out later that the number of fish they caught was 153. Different church 

historians have analyzed that number and come up with all these possible 

explanations. The 100 is this, and the 50 is that, and then you have this 3 here. Or if 

you add up these digits, you get this, and so that means… 

But one of the most reasonable explanations is that somebody just said, “Dude, that’s 

a lot of fish! I wonder how many we got…” Or maybe it came down to market value. We 

got 7 fishermen here. We need to know how much each one of us going to make from 

this load.  

So after they catch all these fish, then they clue in to who this stranger on the beach 

really is. John recognizes, “Whoa, that’s Jesus.” John provides the information, but 

Peter provides the action. We see it over and over again. Peter is not one to sit still. He 

just goes for it. Out of the boat, through the water, and off to the shore to be with 

Jesus.  

Eventually they all make it to shore and find that Jesus has breakfast waiting for 

them. Just a short while ago, remember, they had all left him and fled in different 

directions. And here He is loving them, serving them, taking care of their needs.  

And now they have a chance to reflect. Hmm, what was the difference between doing 

things on our own and doing things the way Jesus asked us to? 153 fish – that was 

the difference! 
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What would 153 fish of difference look like in your life? In your relationships? In your 

finances? In the way you spend or invest your time?  

And the disciples had to remember that a very similar scene had already happened 

before this. In Luke 5:1-11, we find a story that is almost identical. The disciples had 

been fishing all night, and caught nothing. Jesus said, “Put your nets down in this 

water over here and see what happens.” They filled up two boats so full of fish they 

started to sink. That’s when Jesus told them, “Follow me, and I’ll make you fishers of 

men.”  

Kent Hughes: “Along with the emphasis on evangelism, the picture in John 21 

suggests hard work. Fishing, both for men and for food, is exhausting, time-

consuming labor. In all of this we must realize that without Christ we can do nothing.”  

The disciples were pros at fishing. They knew about equipment; they knew about fish; 

they had a strategy. And the same thing can happen with us when we become experts 

in our own minds. “I’m good; I got this.” 

On a slide: But Jesus says in John 15:5, “… apart from me you can do [what’s that 

word?] nothing.”   

We think if we’re overloaded and busy, God will understand if we don’t take time to 

ask for his direction. But Jesus says whatever is done like that amounts to nothing. 

You can witness and get nowhere. You can donate hundreds of hours to the church 

and see no results. You can preach and teach, but nothing happens. What we’re doing 

in our own strength will never get us very far. 

Illustration: pitcher and cup. I serve and serve in ministry until I’m totally spent. I 

need the continued overflowing of Jesus. 

MacArthur: The fish they just caught and the meal that Jesus provided demonstrated 

to the disciples that Jesus could and would still meet their needs. Whatever doubts 

they had, whatever ideas they might have had about going back to their old ways of 

life, that was all done at this point. What Jesus did here settled forever in the minds of 

the apostles that they were called to serve the Lord Jesus Christ for the rest of their 

lives.  

This story reminds us all that obedience brings blessing. To advance His kingdom, the 

Lord uses weak and sinful people, because you know what? There’s no other kind.  

 

3. THE POWER OF BELIEF  

I can imagine Peter sitting there on the beach having breakfast. And here he is with 

Jesus again. He’s looking at the fire. He sees the bread and the fish. He has to be 
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thinking about that first catch of fish from Luke 5 and that first time Jesus placed 

that calling on his life: Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men.  

When you fish for fish, you take what’s alive and you bring it in, and it dies. But when 

you fish for men, you take what’s dead in trespasses and sin, and you bring it alive in 

Christ.  

Maybe that bread and fish reminded him of the time Jesus fed the 5,000. He took care 

of so many in the crowd that day; surely he could take care of Peter. John 6 tells us 

that so many of those 5,000 took off and didn’t want to follow Christ any more, but 

when Jesus asked the disciples if they wanted to leave also, it was Peter who spoke up 

and said, “You alone have the words of eternal life – where else would we go? 

 

Maybe he’s staring at the fire and remembering the time just a short while ago while 

he was standing by a fire and denying he even knew Jesus. But now he recognized 

that everything had changed.  

 

Before Peter and the other disciples could really learn these lessons that Christ would 

continue to lead them and provide for them, they had to be brought face-to-face with 

their own inadequacy.  

John MacArthur: “This passage shows two contrasting dependencies. They could 

depend on their former trades and pick up on life as they knew before, or continue in 

gospel ministry depending on his power and provision.” 

We know how things worked out for Peter. He stepped up in the power of belief to lead 

the early church and spread the gospel so that thousands more came to know Christ.  

But what does that look like for us? Do we really believe it? Do we see the power of 

belief in our lives?  

We’re going to see a clip from a Christian movie called Do You Believe? It might be a 

little intense for some younger kids - there’s a gun involved. But it points out the 

reality that you and I have to make the same choices the disciples did: Do we just do 

our own thing, or do we follow Jesus? Do we really believe in the power of Christ? 

Because when we do, it changes things. 

Video clip: Do You Believe? 

I’m a fool for Christ. I want to be able to say that, and I hope you do too. That’s going 

to look different for us than it did for the disciples that day. We don’t just look for 

Christ in the big miracles of life. We look for his guidance in the ordinary episodes of 

daily routine, recognizing his presence with us all the time.   

As we recognize his presence and step up in his power, that’s when we see 153 fish 

worth of difference. Jesus told the disciples in John 4: Lift your eyes and look at the 
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fields all around you – they are ready for harvest. Don’t waste your time with lesser 

pursuits – be fishers of men! I will show you how to bring in so many people you can 

barely contain them all! Don’t think small! Think big! 

That’s what Christ has been doing at our church! Do you see it? Do you recognize how 

blessed we are to be a part of this major thing that God is doing in the valley? We’ve 

seen hundreds of new people coming to be a part of Crosslink over the past few years. 

People are getting baptized right and left. And that’s in this building! A space that was 

meant for around 200 people but we’ve been having 3-4 times that amount.  

Wait ‘til we open things up next door! New building, new pastor. Momentum is in our 

favor big time. We’re about to have so many fish that our nets can barely hold them 

all. Don’t miss out on the excitement. Join God’s mission to be a fisher of men, and 

watch the amazing things He will do through your life!  

[Ask Scott to come forward and help us close things out] 

Conclusion:  

This was the third time Jesus appeared to the disciples after his resurrection. The first 

two times had been in Jerusalem, and here we find Him in Galilee. I love the way this 

passage closes out.  

Jesus invites the disciples to come and have breakfast. In that culture, an invitation to 

come and eat was an invitation to friendship. Throughout the gospel of John we see 

Jesus inviting people to come to Him. In John 1:39, He says “Come and see.” You 

want to know where I’m staying? Come and see. In John 7:37, He says, “Come and 

drink.” If you are thirsty, come and drink and I’ll give you streams of living water. And 

here He says, “Come and dine.” Yeah, I know you just ran away from me. I know 

you’ve let me down time and time again. But yet again, I’m asking you, I’m inviting you 

to a relationship with me. 

Come. It dissolves distance. It brings saint and sinner alike to Him who takes away sin 

and sadness and replaces them with joy and gladness. That invitation is open to you 

today as well. If you have not turned away from your sin and committed to follow 

Christ as your Lord and Savior, today can be the day that you accept that invitation 

and come into that relationship He offers to you. 

 

 

 

 


