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The Appearance to the Seven Disciples. 1 *After this, Jesus revealed himself again to his 

disciples at the Sea of Tiberias. He revealed himself in this way.a 2 Together were Simon 

Peter, Thomas called Didymus, Nathanael from Cana in Galilee, Zebedee’s sons,* and 

two others of his disciples. 3 *Simon Peter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said 

to him, “We also will come with you.” So they went out and got into the boat, but that 

night they caught nothing.b 4 When it was already dawn, Jesus was standing on the 

shore; but the disciples did not realize that it was Jesus.c 5 Jesus said to them, “Children, 

have you caught anything to eat?” They answered him, “No.”d 6 So he said to them, 

“Cast the net over the right side of the boat and you will find something.” So, they cast 

it, and were not able to pull it in because of the number of fish. 7 So the disciple whom 

Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the Lord.” When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, 

he tucked in his garment, for he was lightly clad, and jumped into the sea. 8 The other 

disciples came in the boat, for they were not far from shore, only about a hundred yards, 

dragging the net with the fish. 9 *e When they climbed out on shore, they saw a charcoal 

fire with fish on it and bread. 10 Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish you just 

caught.” 11 So Simon Peter went over and dragged the net ashore full of one hundred 

 

* There are many non-Johannine peculiarities in this chapter, some suggesting Lucan Greek 

style; yet this passage is closer to John than Jn 7:53–8:11. There are many Johannine features as well. Its 

closest parallels in the synoptic gospels are found in Lk 5:1–11 and Mt 14:28–31. Perhaps the tradition 

was ultimately derived from John but preserved by some disciple other than the writer of the rest of the 

gospel. The appearances narrated seem to be independent of those in Jn 20. Even if a later addition, the 

chapter was added before publication of the gospel, for it appears in all manuscripts. 

a Mt 26:32; 28:7. 

* Zebedee’s sons: the only reference to James and John in this gospel (but see note on Jn 1:37). 

Perhaps the phrase was originally a gloss to identify, among the five, the two others of his disciples. The 

anonymity of the latter phrase is more Johannine (Jn 1:35). The total of seven may suggest the 

community of the disciples in its fullness. 

* This may be a variant of Luke’s account of the catch of fish; see note on Lk 5:1–11. 

b Mt 4:18; Lk 5:4–10. 

c 20:14; Mt 28:17; Lk 24:16. 

d Lk 24:41. 

* It is strange that Jesus already has fish since none have yet been brought ashore. This meal may 

have had eucharistic significance for early Christians since Jn 21:13 recalls Jn 6:11 which uses the 

vocabulary of Jesus’ action at the Last Supper; but see also note on Mt 14:19. 

e Lk 24:41–43. 
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fifty-three* large fish. Even though there were so many, the net was not torn.f 12 Jesus 

said to them, “Come, have breakfast.” And none of the disciples dared to ask him,* 

“Who are you?” because they realized it was the Lord. 13 Jesus came over and took the 

bread and gave it to them, and in like manner the fish.g 14 *This was now the third timeh 

Jesus was revealed to his disciples after being raised from the dead. 1 

The Appearance of Jesus to the Seven Disciples 

21 Μετὰ ταῦτα ἐφανέρωσεν ἑαυτὸν πάλιν ὁ Ἰησοῦς τοῖς μαθηταῖς ἐπὶ τῆς θαλάσσης 

τῆς Τιβεριάδος· ἐφανέρωσεν δὲ οὕτως. 2 ἦσαν ὁμοῦ Σίμων Πέτρος καὶ Θωμᾶς ὁ 

λεγόμενος Δίδυμος καὶ Ναθαναὴλ ὁ ἀπὸ Κανὰ τῆς Γαλιλαίας καὶ οἱ τοῦ Ζεβεδαίου καὶ 
ἄλλοι ἐκ τῶν μαθητῶν αὐτοῦ δύο. 3 λέγει αὐτοῖς Σίμων Πέτρος, Ὑπάγω ἁλιεύειν. 

λέγουσιν αὐτῷ, Ἐρχόμεθα καὶ ἡμεῖς σὺν σοί. ἐξῆλθον καὶ ἐνέβησαν εἰς τὸ πλοῖον, καὶ ἐν 

ἐκείνῃ τῇ νυκτὶ ἐπίασαν οὐδέν. 4 πρωΐας δὲ ἤδη γενομένης ἔστη Ἰησοῦς εἰς τὸν 

αἰγιαλόν, οὐ μέντοι ᾔδεισαν οἱ μαθηταὶ ὅτι Ἰησοῦς ἐστιν. 5 λέγει οὖν αὐτοῖς [ὁ] Ἰησοῦς, 

Παιδία, μή τι προσφάγιον ἔχετε; ἀπεκρίθησαν αὐτῷ, Οὔ. 6 ὁ δὲ εἶπεν αὐτοῖς, Βάλετε εἰς 

τὰ δεξιὰ μέρη τοῦ πλοίου τὸ δίκτυον, καὶ εὑρήσετε. ἔβαλον οὖν, καὶ οὐκέτι αὐτὸ 

ἑλκύσαι ἴσχυον ἀπὸ τοῦ πλήθους τῶν ἰχθύων. 7 λέγει οὖν ὁ μαθητὴς ἐκεῖνος ὃν ἠγάπα ὁ 

Ἰησοῦς τῷ Πέτρῳ, Ὁ κύριός ἐστιν. Σίμων οὖν Πέτρος ἀκούσας ὅτι ὁ κύριός ἐστιν τὸν 

ἐπενδύτην διεζώσατο, ἦν γὰρ γυμνός, καὶ ἔβαλεν ἑαυτὸν εἰς τὴν θάλασσαν, 8 οἱ δὲ 

ἄλλοι μαθηταὶ τῷ πλοιαρίῳ ἦλθον, οὐ γὰρ ἦσαν μακρὰν ἀπὸ τῆς γῆς ἀλλʼ ὡς ἀπὸ 

πηχῶν διακοσίων, σύροντες τὸ δίκτυον τῶν ἰχθύων. 9 ὡς οὖν ἀπέβησαν εἰς τὴν γῆν 

βλέπουσιν ἀνθρακιὰν κειμένην καὶ ὀψάριον ἐπικείμενον καὶ ἄρτον. 10 λέγει αὐτοῖς ὁ 

Ἰησοῦς, Ἐνέγκατε ἀπὸ τῶν ὀψαρίων ὧν ἐπιάσατε νῦν. 11 ἀνέβη οὖν Σίμων Πέτρος καὶ 
εἵλκυσεν τὸ δίκτυον εἰς τὴν γῆν μεστὸν ἰχθύων μεγάλων ἑκατὸν πεντήκοντα τριῶν· καὶ 
τοσούτων ὄντων οὐκ ἐσχίσθη τὸ δίκτυον. 12 λέγει αὐτοῖς ὁ Ἰησοῦς, Δεῦτε ἀριστήσατε. 

 

* The exact number 153 is probably meant to have a symbolic meaning in relation to the apostles’ 

universal mission; Jerome claims that Greek zoologists catalogued 153 species of fish. Or 153 is the sum of 

the numbers from 1 to 17. Others invoke Ez 47:10. 

f 2 Chr 2:16. 

* None … dared to ask him: is Jesus’ appearance strange to them? Cf. Lk 24:16; Mk 16:12; Jn 

20:14. The disciples do, however, recognize Jesus before the breaking of the bread (opposed to Lk 24:35). 

g Lk 24:42. 

* This verse connects Jn 20 and 21; cf. Jn 20:19, 26. 

h 20:19, 26. 

1 New American Bible (Revised Edition.; Washington, DC: The United States Conference of 

Catholic Bishops, 2011), Jn 21:1–14. 
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οὐδεὶς δὲ ἐτόλμα τῶν μαθητῶν ἐξετάσαι αὐτόν, Σὺ τίς εἶ; εἰδότες ὅτι ὁ κύριός ἐστιν. 

13 ἔρχεται Ἰησοῦς καὶ λαμβάνει τὸν ἄρτον καὶ δίδωσιν αὐτοῖς, καὶ τὸ ὀψάριον ὁμοίως. 

14 τοῦτο ἤδη τρίτον ἐφανερώθη Ἰησοῦς τοῖς μαθηταῖς ἐγερθεὶς ἐκ νεκρῶν. 2 

 

COMMENTARY 

 

Chapter 21 has been tied to the previous chapters by a host of literary and 

theological links. Johannine characteristics found in this chapter are the Sea of Tiberias 

in verse 1; the names of Simon Peter, Thomas the Twin, Nathanael from Cana in verse 

2; the night-day contrast of verses 3–4; the lack of recognition in verse 4; the Beloved 

Disciple of verse 7, who relates to Peter and who first recognizes the Lord; the charcoal 

fire of verse 9, together with the image of Jesus as servant and giver of bread to the 

disciples; the reference in verse 14 to two previous appearances (in ch. 20); Peter’s triple 

profession (vv. 15–17) to counterbalance the triple denial and to reintroduce the 

shepherd theme (ch. 10); the glorifying aspect of Peter’s death in verse 19; the reference 

to the Beloved Disciple’s position next to Jesus at the Last Supper in verse 20. If this 

chapter is an addition — and it is — it is nonetheless a beautiful addition, and the 

Christian community would be considerably poorer without it. 3 

Having studied chapter 21, we can now hazard a guess as to why it was added to the 

original Gospel. There are two centers of attention in the chapter. The first is Peter, 

who is successively reconciled through his profession of love, then constituted the 

shepherd, and finally described as a martyr whose death glorified God. The second is 

the Beloved Disciple, whose death has deeply disturbed the community, but whose 

eyewitness testimony remains the secure foundation of its faith. This chapter has taken 

origin from these two concerns: to paint a portrait of Peter as the reconciled, loving, 

and martyred community shepherd, and to base the faith of the community in the 

Beloved Disciple on firmer footing. All-important for the Christians is not the Beloved 

 

2 Barbara Aland et al., eds., The Greek New Testament (Fifth Revised Edition.; Stuttgart, 

Germany: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 2014), Jn 21:1–14. 

3Bergant, D., & Karris, R. J. (1989). The Collegeville Bible commentary: Based on the New 

American Bible with revised New Testament. Previously published in 36 separate booklets. (1017). 

Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press. 
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Disciple’s visible presence but his life-giving word. And this is enclosed forever in this 

Gospel. 4 

Ernst Haenchen (1984:222) writes: “It is also thought that there is a certain 

resemblance between this story and the story of the disciples on the road to 

Emmaus (Luke 24:16-31); that Jesus appears unrecognized in 21:4 is not enough to 

confirm the conjecture that our story was once so structured that Jesus was recognized 

in the breaking of the bread and then disappeared.” 

Ernst Haenchen (1984:229) writes: “If one reads chapter 20 through to the end, one is 

then convinced that 20:30ff form a good conclusion.  And yet the story continues—but 

in what a curious way!  The disciples are no longer in Jerusalem; we find them again on 

the Sea of Galilee, although we are not told how they came to be in this new situation.  

Apparently, they have entered once again into their old jobs as fishermen.  Peter 

appears—in strong contrast to chapters 1-20—to set the tone. To our surprise, the 

disciple Nathaniel, from Cana, has rejoined the group; we have heard nothing of him 

since chapter 1…. Nothing is said of a group of twelve: there are only seven on the 

scene…. It almost appears as though they have returned to the pre-Easter period.” 

Ernst Haenchen (1984:234) writes: “What does the story, which was undoubtedly very 

deliberately composed, and to which the whole chapter leads up, really intend to say to 

the reader? It is concerned with two persons: Simon Peter and the beloved disciple. 

Peter receives something like the promise or the concession of the leadership of the 

church—that is clear and rather widely recognized by scholars.  But why does the text 

assure the reader of this point?  Does it involve something that has been under dispute? 

Why must the Fourth Gospel of all documents rehabilitate Peter in its conclusion and 

extend recognition to him so solemnly?  It is perhaps because earlier in the Gospel the 

beloved disciple always relegates Peter to second place? It was not Peter but the 

beloved disciple who lay on the breast of the Lord and was permitted to inquire after the 

name of the betrayer. It was not Peter who stood by the Cross and received the mother 

of Jesus as son, but the beloved disciple. It is not Peter who comes first to the tomb and 

who first believes in the risen Lord, but the beloved disciple. And in 2:17 it is not Peter 

who first recognizes the Lord, but the beloved disciple. We have to say: in view of the 

way in which Peter is depicted in the Fourth Gospel, it really became necessary that 

he should be appreciated at least once.” 

 

4Bergant, D., & Karris, R. J. (1989). The Collegeville Bible commentary: Based on the New 

American Bible with revised New Testament. Previously published in 36 separate booklets. (1018). 

Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press. 
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Francis Moloney (1998: 546-7) writes: “Whatever scholarship may decide about the 

origins of John 21 as some form of addition to an original Gospel, this collection of post-

resurrection stories was important to the Christians who first wrote and passed down 

the Gospel to later generations. For this reason alone, it must be regarded as an 

‘epilogue’, something that belongs to the Gospel as we now have it, and not just an 

‘addendum’ or ‘postscript’ added as an afterthought. 

This story may well be the same as that recounted in Luke 5:4–10. Luke purposely 

limits Christ’s resurrection activities to the area of Jerusalem, so he placed this Galilee 

story in chapter 5 of his Gospel for its rich homiletic advantage. Called to be fishers of 

men and women, the disciples can catch nothing without the assistance of the Lord. 

And indeed, Peter’s confession in Luke 5:8, “Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful 

man,” makes more sense if this was originally a post-resurrection story following 

Peter’s denials. 5  

The Sea of Tiberias (v. 1) is a Johannine locale (6:22–23), and the fishing companions 

are, in general, already known to us, with the exception of “Zebedee’s sons,” who here 

make their only appearance in the Fourth Gospel. Among the “two other disciples,” 

seemingly, is the Beloved Disciple, who appears unexpectedly in verse 7. The lack of 

success during the night, followed by enormous success with the daylight presence 

of Jesus (vv. 3–6), is a practical application of John’s frequent comments about night 

and day, light and darkness. The disciples’ failure to recognize Jesus reminds us of a 

similar failure on the part of Mary (20:14), and we are hardly surprised when the 

Beloved Disciple is the first to recognize the Lord (v. 7). 6 

Jesus, after all, has given his followers a strange and striking commission in chapter 20. 

They are to work for him. They are to be filled with God’s breath and be sent into the 

world as Jesus had been. But if they try to do it their own way, they will fail. They will 

toil all night and take nothing. The only way is for them to admit defeat, to listen 

afresh to Jesus’ voice, and to do what he says. Then there is no knowing what they will 

achieve…. Stand in your mind’s eye with the disciples in the boat. What projects have 

 

5Bergant, D., & Karris, R. J. (1989). The Collegeville Bible commentary: Based on the New 

American Bible with revised New Testament. Previously published in 36 separate booklets. (1017). 

Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press. 

6Bergant, D., & Karris, R. J. (1989). The Collegeville Bible commentary: Based on the New 

American Bible with revised New Testament. Previously published in 36 separate booklets. (1017). 

Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press. 
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you been labouring over, and getting nowhere? Watch for the dawn. Watch for the 

figure on the shore. Listen for his voice. And then do whatever he tells you. 7 

JESUS APPEARS TO HIS DISCIPLES AT THE SHORE (VV1-14) 

 

Ernst Haenchen (1984:222) writes: “In the end the presence of the disciples on the sea 

after a fruitless night’s fishing does not need to be explained theologically or 

psychologically.  It is an essential part of the setting for the appearance that follows, but 

it also indicates that John 21 and its formation in the community were independent of 

20: 1-31.” 

The level of the lake has dropped now, but you can still sense what a lovely place it is. So 

much water is now taken out of the Sea of Galilee, and the River Jordan which feeds it 

and then flows from it, that even in the fifteen years since I first stood on this spot the 

water has receded, leaving a hundred yards or so of reeds and pebbles between the old 

shoreline and the new. But you can still get a sense, in the little place called Tabgha, just 

west of Capernaum, of what it must have been like that morning…. It was, and still is 

when the tourists aren’t there, a quiet place, on the north shore of the sea. It’s quite a 

distance from the major town of Tiberias. It is still enough to hear the water lapping at 

your feet. The colour of the sky, reflected in the lake, gives you double the effect of the 

spectacular sunrise, the great fiery ball coming up over the Golan Heights. The day 

dawns full of new beauty and possibility. That is part of what John is telling us in this 

story (notice how, once more, he draws our attention to dawn, in verse 4, as he points to 

the risen Jesus). 8 

Why had they gone fishing? It’s a puzzle, and I suspect it was a puzzle for them too. Like 

half the things Peter proposed in the gospel, it was probably a case of the right 

motivation and the wrong judgment. He wanted to get on with life. To do the next 

thing. This was the world they knew. It would feel strange, going back to it, but they 

had families who needed looking after, who must have been bemused to have them back 

again after all their adventures, and he might well have been suggesting that they 

 

7 Tom Wright, John for Everyone, Part 2: Chapters 11-21 (London: Society for Promoting 

Christian Knowledge, 2004), 157-58. 

8 Tom Wright, John for Everyone, Part 2: Chapters 11-21 (London: Society for Promoting 

Christian Knowledge, 2004), 156. 
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should settle down and do something sensible for a change. Like earning some 

money. Like catching some fish. 9 

Ernst Haenchen (1984:223) writes: “Since, according to v11, there were only 153 fish, 

they must have been unusually large and heavy.” 

Francis Moloney (1998: 549) writes: “At a time that links this episode with Mary 

Magdalene’s unbelieving visit to the empty tomb in the darkness of the very early 

morning (20:1), Jesus stands on the beach ‘just as the day was breaking’ (v4).  Another 

traditional resurrection motif emerges: he is not recognized by those who had been with 

him during the ministry…. As they go about their everyday affairs as if the risen Lord had 

never broken into their lives, like Mary Magdalene they are understandably unable to 

recognize him…. The obedient response of the disciples to Jesus’ command bears fruit.” 

Ernst Haenchen (1984:223) writes: “In chapter 21, the Beloved Disciple shares his 

conviction with Peter: ‘It is the Lord,’ but he remains glued to the spot and does not 

seem to have communicated his conviction to the other disciples. By contrast, the 

remark of the beloved disciple to Peter elicits and unusual reaction: Peter puts on his 

clothes and girds himself about … and throws himself into the sea—no doubt to get as 

quickly as possible to the shore and to Jesus.” 

Verse 12 - Ernst Haenchen (1984:225) writes: “Not a single word is spoken by any of 

the disciples in this scene—other than the word spoken by the beloved disciple to 

Peter. Jesus’ invitation in v12 has the effect of an ingredient in a cultic scene, during 

which only the divinity speaks.” 

Remember the two passages that bring us to this point. In chapter 13, Peter insists, 

loudly and emphatically, that he at least will remain loyal to Jesus. He’s not going to let 

him down. He wants to follow him wherever he goes: to prison, to death, wherever. In 

fact, he is prepared to lay down his own life on Jesus’ behalf (13:36–37). Then, in 

chapter 18, we watch helplessly as Peter tries and fails. He follows, but when he gets 

there it all goes horribly wrong. Then, instead of getting out quickly before worse 

occurs, he stays and gets it wrong again. And again. Three times he denies that he’s 

one of Jesus’ followers (one of? He’s supposed to be their Number One). And the 

cock crows…. And it all happens beside a charcoal fire. Think back to the smell of that 

fire, wafting through the chilly April air. Think of Peter going out in shame, angry with 

himself, knowing that Jesus knew. Knowing that the ‘beloved disciple’ knew. Knowing 

that God knew. And hearing the next day what had happened to Jesus. Not even the 

resurrection itself could wave a magic wand and get rid of that memory. Nothing could, 

 

9 Tom Wright, John for Everyone, Part 2: Chapters 11-21 (London: Society for Promoting 

Christian Knowledge, 2004), 156. 
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except revisiting it and bathing it in God’s own healing…. The charcoal fire is the start 

of it, and it seems from the conversation in the next section that Jesus planned it that 

way. But for the moment there are—well, I was going to say there are other fish to fry. 

That’s the point. They have caught a massive net full: 153 fish in all, more by some way 

than the nets would normally hold. Enough for breakfast for the whole village. 10 

Francis Moloney (1998: 549-50) writes: “In the recognition of Jesus and response to 

the miracle the two disciples who played such an important role at the empty tomb, 

Peter and the Beloved Disciple (cf. 20:3-10), assume important roles. It is the Beloved 

Disciple who recognizes the risen Jesus, telling Peter (and not the other disciples?): ‘It is 

the Lord’ (cf. 20:8).  Again, paralleling events reported in John 20, the response of these 

same two disciples at the empty tomb is recalled (cf. 20:4-8): the Beloved Disciple is 

the one who confesses his faith in Jesus as the risen Lord while Peter responds to the 

indications of the Beloved Disciple just as he had ‘followed’ him in 20:6, and adjusts 

his scant clothing, and leaps into the water.” 

Verse 12 - Francis Moloney (1998: 551) writes: “Guided by the faith of the Beloved 

Disciple and the actions of Simon Peter, the disciples no longer dare to ask for the 

identity of Jesus. They now recognize that the risen Lord is present (v12)…. Within an 

overall message of a universal community gathered as a result of the initiative of the 

risen Christ and under the leadership of Simon Peter the Eucharistic hints do nothing 

more than indicate the presence of one of the central acts of worship of the Johannine 

community.” 

Verse 9 - The charcoal fire (v. 9) serves a double purpose. It sets the scene for Jesus’ 

servant role as he becomes giver of bread (and fish) to the disciples, and also it serves as 

a stage prop for Peter’s profession of love, recalling the previous charcoal fire 

(18:18), next to which Peter had denied the Lord. 11  

Verse 14 - Ernst Haenchen (1984:225) writes: “Verse 14 emphasizes once more, by 

way of conclusion, that this is the third time that the risen Jesus had revealed himself to 

the disciples…. The character of v14 indicates that it is the conclusion of a scene. The 

author of chapter 21 has probably taken it over as such, since a dialogue between Jesus 

and Peter is reported in the balance of the story.” 

 

10 Tom Wright, John for Everyone, Part 2: Chapters 11-21 (London: Society for Promoting 

Christian Knowledge, 2004), 158-59. 

11Bergant, D., & Karris, R. J. (1989). The Collegeville Bible commentary: Based on the New 

American Bible with revised New Testament. Previously published in 36 separate booklets. (1018). 

Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press. 
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But then there comes an interesting little exchange. Jesus is already cooking fish and 

bread on his charcoal fire. He doesn’t need their catch. He is well capable of looking 

after himself (though what ‘needs’ his risen body now has is past our comprehension). 

John, describing this scene, isn’t wasting words. He isn’t filling in time. John never pads 

out stories. He is telling us something, something about working under Jesus’ direction, 

something about the relation of our work to his. 12 

We must always be ready to be surprised by God. They were, that spring morning, the 

third time they saw him after his resurrection (did John choose, in adding this chapter, 

to tell a third story in order to complete a kind of perfection, as with his seven signs?). 

They were surprised by the huge catch. (Does John see a symbolic value in the 153 fish? 

Possibly. It may, by a complex piece of mathematics, stand for the completeness of the 

‘catch’ that the apostles will make when they take the gospel into the world. That 

doesn’t mean that there weren’t 153 fish, only that by now virtually everything John says 

may bear different levels of meaning.) They were surprised by Jesus himself. And they 

were surprised, we may suppose, at themselves. Who were they? What were they 

doing? What was to happen next? When God ceases to surprise us, that may be the 

moment we have ceased to do business with him. 13 

 

 

12 Tom Wright, John for Everyone, Part 2: Chapters 11-21 (London: Society for Promoting 

Christian Knowledge, 2004), 159. 

13 Tom Wright, John for Everyone, Part 2: Chapters 11-21 (London: Society for Promoting 

Christian Knowledge, 2004), 161. 


