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THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 

fling to the left, which he instantly did. Thif time he was 
successful. •.. Then he drew up the net and we could see the 
fish struggling in it .... It happens very often that the man 
with the hand-net must rely on the advice of someone on 
shore, who tells him to cast either to the left or the right. 
because in the clear water he can often see a shoal of fish 
invisible to the man in the water." Jesus was acting as 
guide to His fishermen friends, just as people still do to-day. 

It may be that it was because it was the grey da rk that 
they did not recognize Jesus. But the eyes of the disciple 
whom Jesus loved were sharp. He knew it was the Lord; 
and when Peter realized who it was he leaped into the wa ter. 
Peter was not actually naked. He was girt with a loin cloth 
as the fisher always was when he plied his trade. Now it was 
the Jewish law that to offer greeting was a religious act, and 
to carry out a religious act a man must be clothed; so Peter~ 
before he set out to come to Jesus, put on his fisherman's 
tunic, for he wished to be the first to greet His Lord. 

:C., THE REALITY O F THE RESURRECTION (Tw:uw Po.s, f<-e5, Af{)M~ 

Now we come to the first great reason why this strange 
chapter was added to the already finished gospel. It was 
added to demaostn1te once and for ,.all the reality of lhe 
Resurrection. ere were many who said that the appear
ances of the Risen Christ were nothing more than visions 
which the disciples had. Many would admit the reality of 
the visions but would insist that they were still only visions. 
Some would go further and would say that they were not 
visions but hallucinations. Now, the gospels go far out of 
their way to insist that the Risen Christ was not a vision, 
not an hallucination, not even a spirit, but a real person. 
IT'he gospels insist that the t omh was empty. The gospels -insist that the Risen Christ had a ,teal body which still bore 
the mark~ of the nails and the sword thrust in his side. 
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THE GOSPE L OF JOHN 

But this story goes a step further. A vision or a spirit 
Nould not be likely t o point out a shoal of fish t o a pa rty of 
fishermen. A vision or a spirit would not be likely to kindle 
a cha rcoal fire on the seashore. A v ision or a spirit would 
not be likely to cook a meal and to share it out. An.cl yet, as 
t his story has it, the Risen Christ did all these things. When 
J ohn tells h ow Jesus came back to His disciples when the 
doors were shut, he says : " ~-"""-'"~ea:..i.i.L~ .• .__._ .... r a: a d 

ls sme." Oo n 20: 20 . Ignatin . when he was writing 
to the Church at Smyrna, relates an even m ore definite 
tradition about that. He says: " l<now and believe that 
He was in the flesh even after the Resurrection, and wh~n 
He came to Peter and his company, He said to them: 
'Take, handle me, and see that I am not a bodiless demon.' 
And straightway they t ouched Him, and they believed, for 
they were firmly convinced of His flesh and blood . . . . And 
after His Resurrection He ate and dr ank with th em as one 
in the flesh." 

e first and the simplest aim ot: this story is to make 
quite clear the reality of the Resurrection. The Resurrection 
was not a vision ; it was not the figment of someone's 
excited imagination; it was not the appearance of a spirit 
or a ghost ; it was J esus who had conquered death and who 
had come back. 

:IC, ['HE UNIVERSALITY OF THE CHURCH 

o n 2I: I-I (continued) 

BUT there is a second great truth symbolized here. In the 
Fourth Gospel e"\l.er.ything is meaningful , and it is therefore 
hardly pos_sible that John gives the definite number ~ 
hundred and fifty-thret- for the number of the fishes without 
meaning something by it. It has indeed been suggested that 
the fishes were counted simply because the carcb bad to be 

_j,llarw out between the various partners and the crew of the 
boat , and that the number was recorded simply because it , 
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lXa.; so exceptionally large. But when we remember John's 
way of putting hidden meanings for those who have eyes 
to see, in his gospel we must t hink that the number has 
more meaning than that. 

Man · ingenious suggestions about the meaning of the 
hundred and fifty-three have been made. 

(i) Cyril of Alexandria said that the number 153 is made 
up of three things. First, there is IOO; that represents " the 
fullness of the Gentiles." roo, he says, is the fullest number. 
The shepherd's full flock is roo ( althew I8: I2). The seed's 
full fertility is IOO-fold. So the IOO stands for the fullness of 
the Gentiles who will be gathered in to Christ. Second, there 
is the 50. The o stands for the remnant of Israel who will 
be gathered in. Third, there is the 3; and th 3 stands for 
the Trinity to whose glory all things are done. That is at 
least an ingenious and an interesting explanation. 

(ii) ~gustine as another ingenious explanation. He 
says that IO is the number of the Law, for there are ten 
commandments; 7 is the number of grace, for the gifts of the 
Spirit are sevenfold. 

" Thou the anointing Spirit art, 
Who dost Thy sevenfold gifts impart." 

Now 7 + IO makes 17; a nd 153 is the sum of all the figures, 
I +2 +3 +4 ... , up to 17. Thus 153 stands for all those 
who ~ther hy T aw or by_grac;e ha ve been moved to come to 
Jesus Christ. 

(iii) .fb simplest t= t:ne explanations is that given by 
~erome. Jerome said that in the sea there are IS different 
kinds of fishes; and that the catch stands for a catch which 
included every kind of fish; and that therefore the number 
symbolizes the fact that some day all men of all nations will 
be gathered together to Jesus Christ. 

But we may note a still further point. This great catch of 
fishes was gathered into the net, and the net held them all. 
and the net was not broken. The et stands for the Church. 
Tb ere is room in the Church for all men of all nations. E. ven 

3 



THE GOSPEL OF JOHl'l 

if they all come in, the Church is big enough to hold them all. 
Here John is telling us in his own vivid yet subtle way 

that the Church is wide enough to grasp within her embrace 
all men of all nations. He is telling us of the universality of 
the Church. There is no kind of exclusiveness in the Church; 
there is no kind of colour bar or selectiveness. The embrace 
of the Church is as universal as the love of God in Jesus 
Christ. It will lead us on t o the next great reason why this 
chapter was added to the gospel if we note that it was Peter 
who drew the net to land Gohn 20: II). 

THE SHEPHERD OF CH R I ST'S SHEEP 

When they had breakfasted, Jesus said to Simon 
Peter: " Simon, son of Jonas, do you love me more than 
these?" He said to Him: "Yes, Lord; you know that 
I love you." He said to him: " Be a shepherd to my 
lambs." Again He said to him a second time: " Simon, 
son of Jonas, do you love me?" He said to Hirn: "Yes, 
Lord. You know that I love you." He said to him: 
"Be a shepherd to my sheep." He said to him the 
third time: " Simon, son of Jonas, do you love me? " 
Peter was vexed when He said to him the third time: 
" Do you love me? " So he said to Him: " Lord, you 
know all things. You know that I love you." Jesus 
said to him: "Feed my sheep. This is the truth I tell 
you-when you were young, you fastened your girdle 
around you and you went where you wished. But when 
you grow old, you will stretch out your arms, and 
another will gird you, and will carry you to a place 
not of your own choosing." He said this to show by 
what kind of death Peter was going to glorify God. 
When He had said this, He said to Peter: " Follow 
me!" 

HERE is a scene which must have been printed for ever on 
the mind of Peter. 
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v..s. I<? 
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THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 

Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved 
following, the disciple who at their meal reclined on 
Jesus' breast and said: " Lord, who is it who is to 
betray you? " When Peter saw this disciple, he said 
to Jesus: " Lord, what is going to happen to this 
man ? " Jesus said to him: " If I wish him to remain 
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ttll I come, what has that got to do with you? Your 
jnb is to follow me." So this report went out to thi 
brethren, that this disciple would not die. But Jesus 
did not say to him that he would not die. What He did 
say was: " If I wish him to remain till I come, what 
has that got to do with you? " This is the disciple 
who bears witness to these things, and who has written 
these things, and we know that his witness is true. 

THIS passage makes it quite clear that Jolin must have 
lived to a very old age; he must have lived on until the 
report went round that he was going to go on living until 
Jesus came again. Now, just as the previous passage 
assigned to Peter his place in the scheme of things, this 
passage assigns to John his place. It was John's function to 
be pre-eminently the witness to Christ. Again, people in 
th early Church must have made their comparisons. They 
must have pointed out how Paul went away to the ends of 
the earth. They must have pointed out how: e..ter went here 
and there shepherding his people. And then they must h:we 
wondered what was the function of John who had lived on 
in E esus until he was so old that he was past all activity. 
~ nd he answ : Paul might be the _gioneer of Chrj;;t, 
Peter might be the s9ephe[d of Christ,, but John was the 
¥:(itoess at Cbrjst John was the man who was able to say: 
' I saw ffiese tli-mg..s, ana r1cnow tnat they aFe true." V ..5: l 'f 

To this day the {inal argument for Christianity is Christian 
experience. To this day the Christian is the man who can 
say: " I know Jesus Christ, and I know that these thing 
are true." So, at the end, this gospel takes two of the great 
figures of the Church, Peter and John. To each Jesus had 
given his function. twas Peter's function t era the 
sheep of Christ, and in the end · for Christ. was 

o n's unction tQ, witness to the story of Christ, and to live 
• !"'" ..... 

to a great old age and to come to the end in peace. 'lJiat di 
not maR:e them rivals and. competitors in honour and pres
tige · tliat'. did not make t he one greater or less than the 
otner; it made them both servants of Christ. Let a man 
serve Christ where Christ has set him. As Jesus said to 

L,'' BI o~1~ (dv _"'{.e t lA1tf~ 1 

l 



:v 

THE GOSPEL OF 

HE LlMI:fLESS CHRIST 

There are many other things tl1at Jesus did, and if they 
were written down one by one, I think that not even the 
world itself would be big enough to hold the written 
volumes. 

="--th,..,_is last chapter the writer of the Fourth Gos_gel has set 
before the Church for wh9n1 he wrote certain great truths . 
. He has reminded t~ol:11:he rea li ty of the Resurrection; 
he has reminded the f the uoivecsaliry of the Church; he 
has reminded the a t Pete ohn are not com-
petitors in honour, b~at Peter is the great shepherd and 
John the great witn~ And now he comes to the end; and 
he comes to the end thinking once again of the w ieodauc of 
J esus Christ. Wbarever we~f Christ. we have onh~ 
grasped a fragment of Hill} WJJ.atever tbGoo@ we b(Jve 
,:xverience£l, t_hey are as nothing to the wonders whicb we 
_wjjj yet experience i!iuman categories are powerless to 
describe Christ, and human books are inadequate to hold 
Him. And so John ends with the innumerable triumphs, 
the inexhaustible power, and the limitless grace of J ~sus 
Christ. 


