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John 21:15-17  “Do You Really Love Jesus?” 

 

Intro.  Men, has your wife ever asked you, “Do you love me?” You’ve most likely heard that 

question because your wife needs to be reassured of your love, and she likes to hear you say 

those three words, “I love you.”  

 Well, Jesus asked the apostle Peter three times, “Do you love Me….?”  His interview of 

Peter is going to be the basis of a message entitled, “Do You Really Love Jesus?” 

 Let me give you the background of our Scripture text. The night before Jesus was 

crucified the Lord warned Peter that he would deny Him three times. Peter insisted that he would 

never do such a thing. Well, sure enough, Peter denied even knowing Jesus while he was waiting 

outside during the trial by the Jewish authorities. Just as Jesus predicted, the rooster crowed 

when Peter denied him the third time and he went away weeping bitterly.  

 After his terrible failure, Peter no doubt felt very bad. Yet after Jesus rose from the dead, 

he received assurance of the Lord’s forgiveness.  When Jesus first appeared to the women at the 

tomb, He instructed them to tell His disciples and Peter that He would appear to them.  Peter was 

singled out by name.  Then 1 Cor. 15:5 indicates that our Lord appeared to Peter before He 

appeared to the other disciples.  Alone with his Lord, Peter must have poured out his heart to the 

Lord in repentant sorrow over his sin of denying Him.  And surely, at that time, the Lord 

reassured him of forgiveness. 

 In our text today we read of another resurrection appearance of Jesus. Peter and most of 

the disciples were up in Galilee and Peter decided to go fishing. The others joined him. They 

fished all night and caught nothing. Someone from the shore called out to them at daybreak and 

asked if they had any food. They answered, “No.” So the man said, “Cast the net on the right 

side of the boat, and you will find some.” So they cast, and they were not able to draw in the net 

because of the multitude of fish. That reminded Peter of a previous miracle and he recognized 

that the man on shore was Jesus. He jumped out of the boat and swam to shore to see Jesus. The 

others soon joined them, dragging the large catch of fish. Jesus served them bread and fish for 

breakfast. Afterwards, Jesus asked Peter three times, “Do you love Me…?” That seemed to be a 

fitting question in light of Peter’s recent failure. 

 Yet a careful reading of the text reveals that our Lord did not ask of Peter’s love three 

times simply because Peter denied Him three times. The Lord’s three questions have a 

descending order in the level of love He is asking about.  The first is, “Do you love me more than 

these others?” The second makes no comparison, but simply asks, “Do you love me?” The third 

question seems to be the same as the second, but a different word for love is used (phileo), which 

is an inferior form of love. In His third question the Lord questions whether Peter even has 

affection for Him! The sense of the question was, “Peter, do you even love me as a friend?” 

 This morning we are going to take our place beside Peter, for we also have all failed the 

Lord to varying degrees and at various times.  This morning I want us to search our hearts and 

answer the following question, “Do You Really Love Jesus?” This is the fundamental, most 

important question. Jesus Himself had stated that the greatest commandment is to love the Lord 

your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength (Mark 12:30). Paul said in 1 Cor. 13:13, 

“And now abide faith, hope, love, these three; but the greatest of these is love.”  Whether we 



love Jesus is the most important question because everything else will fall into place if there is 

true love for Christ. Without love for Christ, there will be no vitality and passion to our Christian 

faith.  It is love for Christ that will keep you going when you are tired and discouraged. 

 So again, the question for each of us is, “Do You Really Love Jesus?” It is one thing to 

sing, “Oh, How I Love Jesus,” but it’s another thing to actually love Jesus with all our heart. Is 

there real evidence of our love for Jesus? Well I want to glean from this text of Scripture some of 

the ways we show that we truly love Jesus. First, 

 

I.  WE LOVE JESUS IF WE ACCEPT HIS CORRECTION 

 

 Jesus said in Rev. 3:19, “As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten. Therefore be zealous 

and repent.” Well, one purpose of the appearance of Jesus that day was to correct and restore 

Peter. Even though Peter’s denial of Jesus pained Him, Jesus was willing to forgive Peter, but He 

wanted to make sure he had repented of his sins, so he would not repeat the same mistakes.  

 Even so, if your spouse or parents correct you, if you truly love them you will accept 

their correction and not repeat the same hurtful mistakes. We should never think that sin against 

God or man is a matter of no consequence. If you love Jesus, you want to obey Jesus. After all, 

only recently Jesus had said in the upper room, “If you love me, you will keep my 

commandments” (John 14:15). Furthermore, if you love Jesus, you will feel sorry for your sin 

and you will allow God’s Word and God’s Spirit to correct any sin in your life. Turning from sin 

and living in obedience is the test of true love. I believe from this day forward Peter never denied 

Christ again. 

 So where do I get the idea that Jesus sought to make sure that Peter had been sufficiently 

corrected for his past failures? The text does not explicitly say that Jesus rebuked Peter here. Yet 

notice how Jesus corrected Peter here: 

 

 A. By Making a Fire of Coals - The work of probing Peter’s conscience had already 

begun when Peter arrived on the shore. He was the first one there. And notice in v.9 that Jesus 

had a “fire of coals” awaiting them. That expression was found one other place in John’s gospel, 

in 18:18 where we read of Peter standing by a “fire of coals” warming himself.  There, outside 

the priest’s palace, he denied Christ three times.  Now, it was by such a fire of coals that Jesus 

asked Peter, “Do you love Me?”  How the question and the fire must have pricked his 

conscience! 

 Sometimes God will allow you to face circumstances in life that will help you to see your 

own sin and failure more clearly, that you may repent and make things right with the Lord.  

 

 B.  By Calling Him by His Old Name - Notice that Jesus addressed him by the name 

“Simon” instead of the new name Jesus had given him, “Peter.”  Peter means “a rock.” He 

should have been rock solid, stable, one who would stand strong, and yet he had proven himself 

unstable and weak when he denied Christ three times.  How he must come to realize once again 

that only Christ could make him into a rock of a man.  The Savior would not have him lose the 

lesson of his fall. Every Christian possesses an old nature and a new nature. “Simon” reflects the 

old man, and “Peter” was to represent the new person Christ was making him into.  

 Even so, if we love Jesus we will not fall back and stay in our old lifestyle but embrace 

the new person God intends for us to be. If Jesus were to appear before you, would He call you 

by your old name or your new name? 



 

 C.  By Correcting His Boasting –Jesus asked in v.15, “Do you love me more than these?”  

Who or what do the “these” refer to? Many commentators and teachers believe that Jesus had in 

mind the fish that had just been caught and the fishing business.
1
 After all, I’m sure Peter loved 

to fish. This most recent fishing expedition was initiated by Peter (v.3). However, I believe that 

Christ was pointing to these other men.
2
 In other words, Jesus was asking, “Peter, do still say that 

you love me more than these other men?” He was probably referring back to what happened the 

night Peter had denied Him. Peter had boasted, “Even if all are made to stumble because of You, 

I will never be made to stumble” (Mt. 26:33).  He had congratulated himself that his love to 

Christ surpassed that of the other Apostles.  But this time, in answer to our Lord’s question, there 

was no boasting, saying, “Yes, Lord, I love you more than these.” Instead, all Peter could do was 

to affirm his love for Jesus without saying “more than these.” 

 So one test of our love for Jesus is our obedience. And even when we fail to be obedient, 

if we love Jesus we will accept His correction, repent of our sins, and make things right with 

Him. 

 A second test of our love for Jesus is this: 

 

II. WE LOVE JESUS IF WE CONFESS OUR LOVE FOR JESUS 

 

 One way we show our love for someone is by expressing our love for them. Even so, we 

should verbally express our love for the Lord Jesus.  We should say, “I love you, Lord,” both 

privately and publically, and do so often. 

 Note with me two truths about verbally expressing our love for Jesus: 

 

 A.  Our Confession of Love Should Be Public – I used to think that this dialogue between 

Jesus and Peter was a private exchange, but based on my interpretation of “these” in v.15, I 

believe that this searching conversation between Christ and Peter took place in the presence of 

six of the other apostles. Confessing our love for Jesus gives glory and praise to Him. Also, 

Peter’s sin was a public one, so also must be his repudiation of it!  There are times when we need 

to repudiate our sin publicly. 

 Have you publicly confessed your love for Jesus? Matthew 10:32 says, “Therefore 

whoever confesses Me before men, him I will also confess before My Father who is in heaven.” 

1 John 4:15 says, “Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in 

God.”  

 When Cheryl and I married over 38 years ago, we publicly confessed our love for each 

other before hundreds of guests. 

 Even so, I believe that if we love Jesus, we will publically confess our love and loyalty to 

Jesus. If you have never confessed your faith in Jesus, and followed Him in baptism, you need to 

do that as an expression of your love for Jesus. 

 

                                                 
1
 The Greek word translated “these” is both masculine and neuter, so the word fits both people and things. Jesus 

could have pointed to the fish, the nets, and the fishing boats. Peter had said in v.3, “I am going fishing.” Peter loved 

to fish, and it was a fair question. Do you love Jesus more than fishing, than golf, than TV, than work, etc. 
2
 This is the view A.T. Robertson takes. 



 B. Our Confessions of Love Should Be Repeated – This was especially so in Peter’s case. 

Three times Peter had denied his Master and stabbed those denials into the Savior’s heart of love; 

so the Lord required Peter to confess his love three times.  

 Again, when I married Cheryl I publically confessed my love for her. Yet do you think 

that she would be satisfied with me saying, “Cheryl, I confessed my love for you when we got 

married. That one time should be enough. Why do I need to keep saying it over and over again?” 

The fact is most every wife wants her husband to declare his love for her publicly and repeatedly.  

 So it is with Christ. It is not enough to confess your love for Jesus just one time, at your 

confession of faith. You should be willing to confess your love for Him repeatedly. We hear the 

name of Jesus taken in vain publically. It is time for Christians to confess our love for Jesus 

publically. We should also do so privately. When was the last time you sincerely told Jesus that 

you love Him? 

 Another test of our love is this: 

 

III. WE LOVE JESUS IF WE SERVE HIM 

 

 One way we show love to someone is through our service. A mother gives devoted 

service to her husband and children because of love. Even so, when Peter affirms his love for 

Jesus, he is called upon to serve Jesus. He said in vv.15-17, “Feed My lambs.” … “Tend My 

sheep.” … and “Feed My sheep.”  

 One implication of this reaffirmation of the call of Peter by Jesus is that Peter clearly had 

been forgiven. Christ would not have otherwise restored him to His service. Aren’t you glad that 

you serve Jesus, who will give you another chance after you have failed Him, and learned your 

lesson? Perhaps this is why Barnabas gave John Mark another chance to be a missionary after he 

had failed. 

 Now let’s see some truths about our Lord’s call to express our love by serving Him. 

 

 A. We Serve Jesus by Serving His People – Jesus told Peter to feed His lambs and His 

sheep, an obvious reference to His people. You see, Jesus was about to return to heaven. Jesus 

would no longer be around to personally teach these new believers and care for them. 

Furthermore, Peter and others could no longer serve Jesus directly. So Jesus said in Matthew 

25:40, “Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these My brethren, 

you did it to Me.” So every time Peter confessed his love, Jesus insisted that he serve Him by 

ministering to His people.  

 Even so, the best token of a Christian’s love to Jesus Christ is his service to others for 

Christ’s sake. Love for Jesus must be translated into ministering love to God’s people. Paul said 

in Gal. 5:13 that we “through love [should] serve one another.”  Don’t say that you love Jesus if 

you are not willing to serve Jesus by ministering to the needs of His people! 

 

 B. We Should Serve Both the Weak and Strong - Jesus mentions two different words for 

God’s people. The word for lambs is diminutive, which means little lambs. Those whom Christ 

first commends to Peter were not the “sheep” but the “lambs”—the weak and feeble of the flock. 

Peter knew what it was to be weak! The one who had failed the most dismally was now to help 

others who were weak! This may also refer to new Christians, as well as our dear children. A 

church ought to minister to children, God’s little lambs, while they are young and most open to 



the Gospel. Yet it grieves me that we have too few children at the present time. Let’s change that 

beginning today!  

 Yet, I and others have to minister also to God’s sheep, the more mature believers. It is a 

challenge to preach in such a way that the little lambs can understand, and yet I also need to 

preach the meat of God’s Word for the mature sheep! By the way, the “sheep” also include the 

older members of the flock. They certainly need ministry and the church should never shove 

them aside. 

 

 C. We Are to Shepherd God’s People – When Jesus says in the last of v.16, “Tend My 

sheep,” the word translated “tend” (poimaino) is simply the verb form of “shepherd.” He is 

literally saying, “Shepherd my sheep.” Jesus is clearly using an analogy, comparing Peter to a 

shepherd and God’s people to a flock of sheep. Here the focus of Peter’s ministry was not 

evangelism. They had just caught a large number of fish, and surely they remembered the words 

of Jesus, “I will make you fishers of men.” But here we have a change of figure from fishing to 

shepherding, from evangelist to pastor and teacher.  Those who have been saved need 

shepherding. God is concerned with both evangelism and discipleship. What good is it to win the 

lost if there is no church where they might be fed and cared for? 

 What is a shepherd to do? Twice in vv.15 & 17 Jesus says that Peter is to “feed” His 

lambs and sheep. That word (bosko) refers primarily to feeding and nourishing.
3
 Peter 

understood his calling well when he said with the other apostles in Acts 6:4, “but we will give 

ourselves continually to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” Remember, Jesus had already 

told Peter on the night he denied Him, “…when you have returned to Me, strengthen your 

brethren” (Luke 22:32). He would do so by preaching and teaching God’s Word, as well as 

personal counsel based on God’s Word. 

 Feeding the souls of God’s people is the most important role of a pastor or S.S. teacher. 

We do that by teaching and preaching God’s Word. Jesus said in Mt. 4:4, It is written, ‘Man shall 

not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.’" Nothing else 

can take the place of ministering spiritual nourishment to Christ’s people! God’s people need to 

hear and learn the Word of God to grow spiritually.  

 In addition to feeding, a shepherd oversees, guides, corrects, and cares for God’s sheep. 

We guide by the Word of God, the Spirit of God, and by our own example (1 Pet. 5:3b). Like 

sheep, we are prone to wander. So we correct and rebuke sin in the lives of believers by His 

Word, and with the convicting work of the Holy Spirit. We are also to love and care for the 

flock.  

 Only some of us are called to minister to the flock of God by preaching and teaching 

God’s Word. But the rest of you can minister to God’s flock in other ways. Heb. 6:10 says, “For 

God is not unjust to forget your work and labor of love which you have shown toward His name, 

in that you have ministered to the saints, and do minister.” You may minister to the saints by 

taking food to the sick or grieving. You may minister to the saints by visiting widows or the sick, 

and also by having prayer with them. You may minister by giving to meet a serious financial 

need for a brother or sister in Christ, as we are asking you to do for the Pontious family. You 

may notice that a brother or sister in Christ is down and dejected, and you minister words of 

comfort and encouragement.  

  

                                                 
3
 The only other use of this word in the New Testament refers to 2 different cases of those who feed pigs (Matt. 

8:30, etc.; and Luke 15:15 (prodigal son). 



Conclusion: So I ask you, “Do you really love Jesus?” Have you accepted correction when you 

have strayed away from the Lord? How can you say you love Jesus if you are holding on to some 

sin in your life? Have you confessed your love for Jesus recently? Have you confessed your love 

for Jesus publically, following Jesus in baptism? Are you serving Jesus? One way we do so is by 

ministering to God’s people. Are you doing that?  

 If you could not answer “Yes” to all three questions I just asked, you need to consider 

whether you really love Jesus. I’m sure most all of you do, but have you left your first love (Rev. 

2:4)? If so, Jesus says in Rev. 2:5, “Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent and 

do the first works….”  

 If you do not yet love Jesus, let me tell you how you can truly love Jesus. 1 John 4:19 

says, “We love Him because He first loved us.” Contemplate how much Jesus loves you. He 

loves you so much that He endured incredible suffering the day He died on a cross for your sins. 

He was mocked, rejected, beaten, whipped, crucified, and bore God’s wrath against sin. He did it 

all for you, to save you from a devil’s hell. How can you not love Him back? Yet I must warn 

you. The apostle Paul said in 1 Cor. 16:22 says, “If anyone does not love the Lord Jesus Christ, 

let him be accursed.”  

 So I ask you to respond to the love of Jesus by repenting of your sin and trusting in Him 

as your Savior. Confess you faith and love for Jesus publically. Follow Him in baptism. Some 

here today need to deal with that sin in your life and turn from it. Some need to make a 

commitment to serve the Lord. Some service opportunities require membership in our church. Is 

God leading you to join our church? If so, I encourage you to do so! 
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