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FISH FOR SHEEP AND SHEPHERD THE FISH
John 21:1-19

English professors love to catch the errors students make in their term papers, and
they love nothing better than to catch mixed metaphors.  The “friends and survivors” of the 
Calvin College English department collected this list of mixed metaphors and posted them on
their web site:

“He swept the rug under the carpet.”
“She’s burning the midnight oil at both ends.”
“It was so cold last night I had to throw another blanket on the fire.”
“It’s time to step up to the plate and cut the mustard.”
“She’s robbing Peter to pay the piper.”
“Beware my friend ... you are skating on hot water.”
“Keep your ear to the grindstone.”
“Sometimes you’ve gotta stick your neck out on a limb.”
“Some people sail through life on a bed of roses like a knife slicing through butter.”
“He’s up a tree without a paddle.”


The two main stories in our passage of scripture for today provide mixed metaphors as

well.  


Marshall Meyer (our bass player) has this wonderful whit ... very dry.  When he saw
Thursday’s edition of “This week at LPC” and the title of my sermon, he sent me an email on Friday 
morning.  This is what he wrote: “So your sermon this week is about HERDING fish?  Is that
before or after they finish school?” Ooouuu ... But Marsh gets it ...

In John 21, the first story we read is about fishing and the second about “herding” or 
let me say “shepherding.”  (Sorry, Marsh.)  So, when we put the two together ... mix them up ...
what we come up with is “fishing for sheep” and “shepherding fish.”  Even though these are 
“mixed metaphors” ... taken together they can provide us with a wonderful balance for the
church’s ministry.

Now, I’ve got to tell you that it’s hard to set a firm time frame for these two stories,
because chapter 21 of John is so obviously an epilogue or even an afterthought.  The last two
verses of chapter 20 say this:

“Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not
written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the
Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.”

With those two sentences, you have an ideal ending for the book, but John decides to
add a couple more stories before his final conclusion.  However, you need to know that 
although chapter 21 is an epilogue ... some sort of “add on” or “after-thought” ... scholars say
that ALL of the earliest manuscripts include it.

When we review the events of chapter 20, we see that Jesus rose from the dead and
appeared to Mary and the women on that first Easter Sunday morning.  That Sunday evening
he appeared to the disciples, but Thomas wasn’t there.  One week later, he appeared to them
again and this time addressed Thomas with that famous appeal: “Put your finger here and see my 
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hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe.”  Thomas’ response: “My 
Lord and my God!”

And so, our story in chapter 21 takes place some time after that ... however we have no
idea how long after.


In the First Metaphor, we have seven of Jesus’ disciples who were gathered together

there on the Sea of Tiberias (also known as “Galilee”) to fish.  What I think is the disciples, at this 
point, were still really confused about what they were supposed to be doing.  They had absolutely 
no idea how to move forward in their ministry after Jesus’ resurrection.  Yes, Jesus had proved his
resurrection to them, but now things were obviously SO different ... they just didn’t know quite
what to do.  Maybe they had a conversation that sounded something like this:

Nathanael speaks, “What’s with Jesus?  We saw him that first Sunday, but then didn’t hear a
thing from him until a week later.  Now he’s disappeared!  Are we ever going to see the guy again?”

Here’s how Peter might have replied, “Hey, I don’t have any idea!  In fact, I’m getting a
little bit ticked off at his lack of support.  Sure, it was easy to follow him around while he was with 
us all the time, but what are we supposed to do now?  How do we function when he pops in here
and there ... now and then?  And, to top it off, I’m tired of sitting around waiting!  I’ve gotta get
out of this place!  I’m going fishing!”

My guess is that the other disciples were just as frustrated with Jesus’ as Peter was,
and so they all chimed in, “Yeah ... we’ll go with you.”  I think what they wanted was some 
stability ... to return to what was familiar.


There are some scholars who have suggested that this “fishing trip” was a sinful act of

doubt. These particular disciples had been fishermen before Jesus called them to follow and 
leave their nets.  Maybe this night of fishing meant that they had given up on their new “career 
path” and were going back to the “old way” of making a living ... doubting that Jesus would ever 
lead them again.  

Now, that’s not how I look at the situation at all.  Do you ever need to just get away?  
What better way to relieve stress than to go fishing!  Over the years I’ve done that often ... anybody 
else out there do the same?  Those seven guys just wanted to get away from it all for a while ... 
leave their cares behind and return to nature.

And so, that’s just what they did ... spend all night fishing from their boat.  Can you see
them with a lantern hanging over the side to attract fish?  Taking turns throwing the nets into the
water?  However, on this fishing expedition, after each throw, they came up empty handed.

If the disciples were anything like ME, I think they must have been even more
frustrated by daybreak than they were the night before.  They had fished all night and not a 
thing ... No fish!

In the morning mist and fog, as their boat is about to drift onto the bank, they hear a
voice ... it’s calling to them from the shore.  They can’t make out who it is, but they hear what he
says: “Children, you have no fish, have you?” “No,” they respond.  And then they hear: “Cast your net
on the right side of the boat, and you will find some.”

Like most fishermen, they were unrelenting, tireless in their pursuit of a fish.  Even
today, fishermen seem to like nothing better than to try a new bait ... tackle boxes filled with
hundreds of varieties of lures ... or a new spot somebody has discovered.  These early fishermen
were just as willing to try a new spot ... especially after the night they’d had!  So they throw their
nets on the other side of the boat.
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That’s when they snag that amazing catch – 153 fish!  It was a miracle that the loaded 
down net didn’t break!

By now the fog’s beginning to lift.  John, after witnessing this miraculous catch, takes a 
closer look at this mysterious figure on the shore, finally recognizing Jesus and exclaiming, “It is
the Lord!”  Peter immediately grabs his clothes, jumps in the water, and begins to swim toward
Jesus.  The other disciples are struggling with the boat and the heavy net of fish ... but finally get 
both to land.


Alright, so the question is: Why add this story?  What’s the big deal?  What are we 

supposed to make of this post-resurrection fishing expedition?  
Well, it seems to me that it is a reflection of the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry when

he found some fishermen and said to them, “Follow me and I will make you fish for people.”
(Mark 1:17)  It clearly is an analogy that represented Jesus’ earthy description of the work he was
calling them to do.  They were fishermen ... he called them to fish for people.  And they probably 
understood completely, now, what he was telling them ... they had seen the “feeding frenzy” in 
their ministry with Jesus.  Mixing my metaphors: People flocked around them like schools of
fish in a feeding frenzy when Jesus was still them.

But still the question: What would be their job AFTER the resurrection?  They were
confused with Jesus’ “off and on” appearances.  What were they to do without him?

I believe what we have here is an acted out parable ... a lot like many of the Old
Testament parables that were acted out by the prophets.  The message was clear: They were
to continue to fish for people.  And their post-resurrection catch would be larger than any
they had during the earthly ministry of Jesus.


A side note here: Did you notice from the passage that someone actually bothered to

count the exact number of fish ... how many?  153!  Many of the ancient scholars attempted to
decipher the meaning of the number of fish caught that day.  Cyril of Alexander said it was a
symbolic number: 100, meaning the fullness of the Gentiles, plus 50, representing the remnant of
Israel, and 3, representing the Trinity.   

St. Augustine discovered 153 is the sum of 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 6 + 7 + 8 + 9 + 10 + 11 + 12 +
13 + 14 + 15 + 16 + 17.  Then he proposed that seventeen was a symbolic number representing the
Ten Commandments and the seven gifts of the Spirit.

If I had to pick one, I think I’d go with St. Jerome’s suggestion.  He said there were 153
fish because ... there were 153 different kinds of fish in the Sea of Galilee.  Therefore, the catch
was a symbol that the Gospel is for EVERYBODY ... EVERY KIND OF PERSON in the world.

If we accept Jerome’s idea, then this fishing trip meant that the disciples were to
become missionaries to the WHOLE world.  And that is, in fact, exactly what they did. They
still fished for people, but their catch now included every kind of person, and their catch was
miraculously large.
   Folks, today we are STILL called to be missionaries, WHEREVER we are.  Our number
one task is to find creative ways to cast the net and draw people to Jesus Christ.


The Second Metaphor comes while the disciples are enjoying the wonderful breakfast

of fish and bread that Jesus has prepared for them.  Someone called this “The Last Breakfast.”
My guess is that Simon Peter was a bit uncomfortable during this meal ... still wrestling

with his guilt over betraying Jesus three times before the cock crowed on that Friday a few weeks
before.  That’s when Jesus addresses him directly:
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“Simon Peter, do you love me more than these?”
“Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.
“Feed my lambs.  Simon son of John, do you love me?”
“Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.”
“Tend my sheep.  Simon son of John, do you love me?”
“Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.”
“Feed my sheep.”

Three times Peter affirms his love, and three times he is charged with the personal care
of Jesus’ flock.

Have you noticed that this triple set of questions corresponds to Peter’s three denials?  
Coincidence?  Maybe.  I’m not sure and nobody else is sure either.

But I DO know, that in asking the question three times, Jesus is asking Peter if he will
be his disciple and follow him NO MATTER WHAT THE COST.

I’ve been raising a bunch of questions throughout this sermon, but for me at this point 
there is absolutely NO question that Jesus is alluding to the price of discipleship both in the
word “LOVE” and in the use of the shepherding metaphor.  

By entrusting the care of the flock to Peter three times, Jesus is bringing up the full
range of duties that a shepherd has: pasturing, protecting, searching out the strays, caring for
injuries, providing shelter.

   However, the church today succeeds or fails based on how it does with these two
mixed metaphors ... FISHING and SHEPHERDING.  
   A church cannot live past one generation if it doesn’t go fishing!  

Most churches are better at SHEPHERDING than they are at FISHING.  Ours is no
exception.  I say it every week, “we are a loving family of God” ... we do pretty good at feeding
the lambs, tending the sheep, and feeding the sheep.  We truly care for one another ... we minister
to our family members.  It hurts us when another of our family is hurting ... that’s because of 
love.

Yes, we do pretty good at SHEPHERDING, but what about FISHING?  
How many of us are guilty of envy about the Easter crowds we had two Sundays ago?  

We see all those people coming to church, and we wish we had that many or more every Sunday.  
We wish for a catch of 153 fish!

This story should convict us because we haven’t taken the first step.  Peter said, “I’m
going fishing.” The other disciples said, “We’re goin’ with you.”

How many of US are willing to go FISHING for people?  

You know, our church would double in size INSTANTLY if EVERY MEMBER caught just
one fish.  But you don’t catch fish if you don’t go fishing.

These two stories might be seen as mixed metaphors, but they provide a healthy
challenge for our church.  SHEPHERDING and FISHING ... that’s what the church is all about.  
Let’s try a little harder to “FISH for sheep” and “SHEPHERD the fish.”

Or as Marshall suggested in a late email on Friday, instead of shepherds let’s all 
become “Fishherds.”

Amen and Amen.


