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
 is the inferential conjunction OUN, meaning “Therefore” plus the temporal conjunction HOTE, meaning “when.”  Then we have the third person plural aorist active indicative from the verb ARISTAW, which means “to eat breakfast.”

The aorist tense is a culminative aorist, which views the action in its entirety with emphasis on its completion.  This is brought out in translation by use of the English helping verb “had.”


The active voice indicates that the disciples produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact.

This is followed by the third person singular present active indicative from the verb LEGW, which means “to say: said.”

The present tense is a historical present, which views the past action as occurring now for the sake of vividness and liveliness in the narrative.  It is translated by the past tense.


The active voice indicates that Jesus produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact and reality.

Then we have the dative of indirect object from the masculine singular article and proper nouns SIMWN and PETROS, meaning “to Simon Peter.”  This is followed by the nominative subject from the masculine singular article and proper noun IĒSOUS, meaning “Jesus.”

“Therefore when they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter,”
 is the vocative masculine singular proper noun SIMWN, meaning “Simon” plus the genitive of relationship from the masculine singular proper noun IWANNĒS, meaning “[son] of John.”  This construction is an idiom used throughout the New Testament.  Then we have the second person singular present active indicative from the verb AGAPAW, which means “to love unconditionally.”

The present tense is a descriptive present, which describes what is now going on.


The active voice indicates that Simon produces the action.

The indicative mood is an interrogative indicative, which is used in questions that can be answered by providing factual information.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, meaning “Me” and referring to Jesus.  Then we have the comparative use of the adverb of manner or degree POLUS, meaning “more.”  This is followed by the genitive of comparison from the masculine or neuter plural demonstrative pronoun HOUTOS, meaning “than these men” or “than these things” referring to the boat, nets, and fishing equipment.
“‘Simon, [son] of John, do you unconditionally love Me more than these things?’”
 is the third person singular present active indicative from the verb LEGW, which means “to say: said.”

The present tense is a historical present, which views the past action as occurring now for the sake of vividness and liveliness in the narrative.  It is translated by the English past tense.


The active voice indicates that Peter produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact and reality.

Then we have the dative of indirect object from the third person masculine singular personal pronoun AUTOS, meaning “to Him” and referring to Jesus.  This is followed by the affirmative particle NAI, meaning “Yes.”  With this we have the vocative masculine singular from the noun KURIOS, meaning “Lord.”  Then we have the nominative subject from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “You” and referring to Jesus.  With this we have the second person singular perfect active indicative from the verb OIDA, meaning “to know.”


The perfect tense is an intensive perfect, which emphasizes the present state as a result of a past action.


The active voice indicates that Jesus produces the action of knowing.

The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact and reality.

This is followed by the conjunction HOTI, which means “that” and is used to explain the content of the verb of thinking.  Then we have the first person singular present active indicative from the verb PHILEW, which meaning “to love” someone personally as a friend or family member.


The present tense is a descriptive present, which describes what is going on currently.


The active voice indicates that Peter produces the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact and reality.

This is followed by the accusative direct object from the second person singular personal pronoun SU, meaning “You” and referring to Jesus.

“He said to Him, ‘Yes, Lord; You know that I personally love You.’”
 is the third person singular present active indicative from the verb LEGW, which means “to say: He said.”


The present tense is a historical present, which views the past action as occurring now for the sake of vividness and liveliness in the narrative.  It is translated by the English past tense.


The active voice indicates that Jesus produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact and reality.

Then we have the dative of indirect object from the third person masculine singular personal pronoun AUTOS, meaning “to him” and referring to Peter.  This is followed by the second person singular present active imperative from the verb BOSKW, which means “to tend; feed.”

The present tense is a tendential present, which describes an action that is intended to take place, but has not yet begun.


The active voice indicates that Peter is expected to produce the action.


The imperative mood is a command.

Then we have the accusative direct object from the neuter plural article and noun ARNION plus the possessive genitive from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, meaning “My lambs; sheep.”

“He said to him, ‘Tend My lambs.’”
Jn 21:15 corrected translation
“Therefore when they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, ‘Simon, [son] of John, do you unconditionally love Me more than these things?’  He said to Him, ‘Yes, Lord; You know that I personally love You.’  He said to him, ‘Tend My lambs.’”
Explanation:
1.  “Therefore when they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter,”

a.  As a result or consequence of everyone sitting together around the fire, when they had finished breakfast, Jesus began a conversation with Peter.  Notice that Jesus waited until everyone was finished eating before He began the conversation that He wanted to have and planned on having with Peter.  The Lord made sure the physical needs of the disciples were met before He provided for their spiritual needs.

b.  This does not imply that there was no conversation during the meal.  There normally is among friends.  There is no reason to believe that the disciples all ate in stunned, timid silence.  But now Jesus focuses His attention and everyone else’s attention on Peter.  He will use Peter as an object lesson for the others; for the words of Jesus will apply to all of them as well as Peter.
2.  “‘Simon, [son] of John, do you unconditionally love Me more than these things?’”

a.  The Lord then addresses Peter formally by using his birth name, “Simon” and his family name “son of John.”  The word “son” is not found in the text, but the genitive of relationship is a common idiom and clearly understood in addresses such as this.  This formal address should alert Peter and the others that Jesus has something important to discuss.

b.  The Lord then asked Peter a question to which He already knows the answer and expects an affirmative reply.  The question is formed around the verb AGAPAW, which means to love someone from the unconditional virtue and integrity of one’s own soul irrespective of the behavior, personality, or any other factor in the person being loved.  This verb will be contrasted with the use of PHILEW in the answers that follow and the third question by Jesus.


(1)  AGAPAW type love is the love that God has for all of sinful mankind, as mentioned in Jn 3:16, “God so-loved (AGAPAW) the world.”



(2)  PHILEW type love is the love that a person has for family, friends; that is, for “loved-ones.”



(3)  AGAPAW love is based upon the virtue, honor, and integrity of the person having the love, not the object of love, which is why God can love all His creatures without compromise of His righteousness, justice, or integrity.



(a)  “AGAPAW is the verb used of God’s love for unbelievers (Jn 3:16), for it frequently, if not normally, speaks of commitment and, when used with God/Jesus as the subject, the idea is often of an unconditional love.”




(b)  “It is a disinterested and generous love, full of thoughtfulness and concern.”



(4)  PHILEW love is totally conditional on the behavior, personality, attitude, and other factors in the object of love.



(a)  “This is an unimpassioned love, a friendly love.  It is a love that is called out of one’s heart as a response to the pleasure one takes in a person or object.  It is based upon an inner community between the person loving and the person or object loved.  That is, both have things in common with one another.  The one loving finds a reflection of his own nature in the person or thing loved.  It is a love of liking, an affection for someone or something that is the outgoing of one’s heart in delight to that which affords pleasure.  The Greeks made much of friendship, and this word was used by them to designate this form of mutual attraction.”




(b)  “It is then used especially for the love of friends, which like that of married couples is based on reciprocity.”



(5)  Believers are commanded to have unconditional love toward others (“love one another” and 1 Cor 13) from the virtue, honor, and integrity of their own soul.  Personal, conditional love for others is dependent upon whom we decide to love according that person meeting the standards of our affection.



(6)  The Lord clearly understood this play on words and the nuance of meaning as He asked and received the answers from Peter.  Peter also knew exactly what he was being asked and how he was answering as he used these verbs.  Contrary to the belief of some commentators, these words are far more than synonyms.


c.  The major problem in this statement is the word , which is either the masculine plural, referring to the other disciples (“more than these men”) or the neuter plural, referring to the fishing equipment (boat, oars, nets, the fish, etc.) (“more than these things”).  The masculine and neuter are both formed exactly the same (toutwn).  Some commentators insist that it is masculine and refers to the other disciples, but then these commentators have the problem of defending a rude and insulting comment by Jesus, in that He is suggesting that the love the disciples have for Jesus is not equal to Peter’s love for Jesus.  Therefore, in contrast, other commentators insist that Jesus is referring to the fishing business and Peter’s ability to be successful in the secular world.  Jesus would then be asking Peter if he loved his occupation as a fisherman more than his spiritual occupation of working for the Lord as a disciple.  Those translators who cannot decide and want to remain uncommitted simply translate the passage “more than these” and leave it up to the reader to decide on his or her own what “these” refers to.  Since the context refers to Peter’s future spiritual occupation: tending lambs, shepherding sheep, and tending sheep, the word TOUTWN more likely refers to the contrast between one type of work (fishing) and another type of work (shepherding).  Either Peter is going to work for himself or he is going to work for the Lord.  The Lord is not contrasting Peter’s love with the love of John or James or any of the other disciples.  Jesus is contrasting Peter’s love of self with his love for the Lord.  Comparing Peter’s love for Jesus with the other disciples’ love for Jesus seems highly inappropriate, especially in front of the others.

d.  Therefore, Jesus is not asking Peter if he has greater unconditional virtue-love for Him in comparison to the other disciples.  Jesus is asking Peter if he has greater unconditional love for Him than for the thing of this life related to his work, his job, his profession, or his livelihood.  In effect, the Lord is asking Peter if he takes greater pleasure in his profession or doing what the Lord wants.  On the other hand, note Lenski’s defense of the masculine: “‘More than these’ so evidently refers to Peter’s boasting in Mt 26:33; Mk 14:29 that we must read PLEON TOUTWN as a masculine: ‘more than these other disciples’.  The alternative which would regard this word as a neuter: ‘more than these things,’ that is, boat, net, and shall we add fish, is without motivation and makes the whole scene quite insipid.  Why ask only Peter whether he preferred Jesus to his old profession when all seven had been fishing?  The trouble with Peter was not that he had fished but that he had thrice denied the Lord for whom he had claimed love and loyalty greater and more enduring than that of the other 
disciples. Here is the sore spot on which Jesus now lays His finger in order to heal it completely from the inside out.”
  Whitacre, Beasley-Murray, Godet, and Westcott take this position.

e.  Should a believer have unconditional love for the Lord?  Yes, of course he (we) should.  What conditions would you put on your love for the Lord Jesus Christ?  Unconditional love for the Lord Jesus Christ is clearly expressed in Job 13:15a, “Though He slay me, I will hope in Him.”  Our love for the Lord is not conditioned upon blessing, prosperity, or any other factor.  We love Him unconditionally far more than the things of this world.  This is what the Lord was asking Peter.

3.  “He said to Him, ‘Yes, Lord; You know that I personally love You.’”

a.  Peter answers the question of Jesus and answers in such a way that we know that Peter was thinking in terms of his personal love for Jesus.  Peter correctly and humbly answers “Yes” to the Lord’s question; for he knows that Jesus already knows the answer far better than Peter does.  Peter can no longer bombastically assert that he has greater love for Jesus than any of the other men, because of his denial of the Lord three times.  He can no longer confidently assert unconditional love for Jesus; for his own failure to do so has proven him wrong on that point.  Thus instead of answering that he has AGAPAW type love (unconditional love) for Jesus, Peter must humbly reply that he only has PHILEW type love (conditional love).  There is no longer the bragging of Mt 26:33, “But Peter said to Him, “Even though all may ﻿﻿fall away because of You, I will never fall away.”

b.  Peter does not say that he loves the Lord with AGAPAW type love, but with PHILEW type love—the love of deep personal friendship, the love of deep personal relationship.  Even though Peter had failed miserably, he stilled loved Jesus with a deep, passionate, undying personal love.  Peter knew this and so did the Lord.

c.  Many commentators say that this exchange between Jesus and Peter was the Lord’s way of forgiving Peter and restoring Peter to fellowship.  I disagree.  I believe that happened long before this, when the Lord met privately with Peter, as mentioned by Paul in 1 Cor 15:5.  Were all the disciples forgiven by the Lord on resurrection Sunday evening, when He appeared to them?  Certainly they were.  Was not Peter included?  Certainly he was.


d.  He does not claim to love Jesus more than the others do, which suggests he has benefited from having reflected on his shameful denials of the Lord.  This response is typical of true discipleship, for it is humble and focuses on the Lord’s own knowledge.

4.  “He said to him, ‘Tend My lambs.’”

a.  Based upon Peter’s answer, the Lord then replied to Peter, telling him what He wanted him to do in the future.  Jesus didn’t want Peter to fish any more.  The Lord had something more important for him to do.

b.  The Lord ordered Peter to take care of His lambs.  The word “lambs” clearly refers to the new believers that would soon flock into the Church.  Peter was not yet fully aware of the meaning of these words, but would understand them on Pentecost with the aid of the Holy Spirit.

c.  A lamb is a baby sheep and is clearly analogous to baby or new believers.  Tending the lamb means providing spiritual food for them, protecting them from evil, and being the good shepherd that Jesus had described in His teaching.


d.  In spite of Peter’s failure, the Lord still had important work for him to do.  And this lesson applied to all the other disciples, who also ran away and hid on the night Jesus was betrayed.  They all had failed, all had been forgiven, and all had work to do for the Lord in the future and for the rest of their lives.  All these disciples would be apostles and share in the responsibility of tending lambs somewhere.
5.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “This scene has sometimes been called ‘The Restoration of Peter,’ but this may be misleading.  Peter had already been restored in the sense of receiving forgiveness (Lk 24:34).  But the leadership of an erring disciple could hardly have been accepted for the days ahead, either by Peter or his brethren, apart from Christ’s explicit indication.  More important than love for men is love for Christ.  Some understand these to refer to the paraphernalia of fishing.  If this were so, Peter could have answered without any evasion [this commentator assumes that Peter was being evasive, which is reading much into Peter’s answer that is not necessarily there] and without the use of a different word for love than Jesus used.  The very fact that Jesus probed Peter’s love in the presence of his brethren suggests that the others were involved.  Peter had boasted that he would remain loyal even if the others did not (Mk 14:29).  Christ is unwilling to entrust His little ones to one who does not love Him.


b.  “By all considerations the Lord would move them to address themselves heart and soul to their apostolic work, and let boats and nets and everything else alone forever.  Such being the message which Jesus meant for all present, Peter was most appropriately selected as the medium for conveying it.”


c.  “The ‘these’ here must of necessity mean loving Jesus more than the other disciples did rather than focusing on Peter preferring Jesus to other people or to his general love of fishing.  Peter obviously had had a high opinion of his loyalty and probably had regarded himself as the model of love and respect for Jesus.  But he had hardly lived up to his own view of his loyalty or in comparison to others.  So Jesus confronted Peter’s own high opinion of himself and in so doing made Peter face his own frailty head-on.  The threefold questioning of Peter by Jesus concerning his love brought the disciple from a response of something like ‘of course!’ concerning the first question, to a sense of grief with the third one.  But Jesus would not let him go with offering an easy response.  Instead, Jesus probed him until he opened the wounded heart of this would-be follower.  Off-the-cuff replies and well-meaning superficial responses to the risen Lord will not work in the call of Jesus to the life of discipleship.  Jesus forced Peter to learn the hard lesson of a changed life.  Everyone who follows Jesus must learn what real believing and loving Jesus means.  To be clear on this perspective about the story is absolutely crucial before turning to specific words and phrases in the verses, which are often poorly interpreted by preachers, priests, and teachers.  To begin with the misunderstanding of many Protestants concerning this text, these verses are not about a change in the use of the Greek verbs for love.  But to be more specific with the use of the verbs for ‘love’ in this passage, Carson is absolutely correct when he says that the two verbs agapan and philein ‘are used interchangeably in this Gospel’.”
  [I disagree totally.]

d.  “The ‘more than these’ means ‘more than these disciples do’; in other words, Jesus returned Peter to his affirmations of loyalty on the night of the Last Supper when he avowed that his loyalty was superior to that of the rest of the disciples (Mt 26:33).  Peter, this time, refused to draw comparisons.  [Didn’t Peter answer “Yes, Lord”?  Is that not drawing a comparison?]  He had learned a vital lesson: Christianity is not comparative or relative; the depth of Christianity is an individual matter between each disciple and his or her Lord.  The questions and answers between Jesus and Peter are best understood in Greek, for two different Greek words are both translated ‘love’ in most English versions and the distinction between the two is important.  Jesus asked Peter, ‘Do you ‘agapao’ Me?’  Peter answered ‘I ‘phileo’ you.’  ‘Agapao’ means pure love of the highest order, ‘phileo’ is friendship, so Peter reduced the standard of love in his reply.  The second question and answer were the same as the first, but on the third occasion Jesus asked, ‘Do you ‘phileo’ Me?’, thus reducing the standard to Peter’s level.  That is why Peter was grieved, not because Jesus asked three times, but because on the third occasion Jesus let Peter know that his standards were inadequate.  Christ requires the deepest, most loyal love of which a Christian is capable.  Anything less is second best.  To Peter’s credit, he had learned not to overstate his case.  Jesus’ first injunction to Peter was to feed the little lambs.  This was Peter’s ‘ordination’; it and the succeeding charges are instructive on the duties of those men whom God calls to function as pastors.  Peter’s first charge was to feed neophyte Christians-converts.  This should always be the pastor’s first priority: to ensure that new converts are fed on the Word so that they can grow to maturity.”


e.  “Peter learned the hard way what it means to love Jesus Christ.  He had vociferously declared his unfailing devotion to Him more than once.  At the Last Supper, Peter said to Him, ‘Lord, I will lay down my life for You’ (Jn 13:36–37).  A short while later he boldly proclaimed, ‘Even though all may fall away because of You, I will never fall away’ (Mt 26:33).  Yet when the chips were down, Peter’s self-confessed love failed and he openly denied three times that he even knew Jesus.  His vaunted courage proved to be nothing but empty talk when facing a threatening situation.  Peter’s failure highlights the biblical truth that obedience is the essential evidence of genuine love.  Jesus knew that if Peter was to play the crucial role in the early church that He had chosen him for, he would need to be restored.  Peter needed to understand that although he had forsaken Christ, Christ had not forsaken him.  The Lord had evidently already appeared to Peter privately (Lk 24:34; cf. 1 Cor 15:5), but Scripture does not record any details of that meeting.  Whatever may have happened in Peter’s personal encounter with the risen Lord, since his denials were public knowledge, he needed to be publicly restored.  The other disciples needed to hear Peter’s reaffirmation of his love for Christ and Christ’s re-commissioning of him, so they would be willing to loyally support his leadership.  As soon as they had finished breakfast, Jesus initiated the restoration by confronting Peter.  That He addressed him as “Simon, son of John” suggests that what followed was a rebuke [‘rebuke’ may be a little too harsh a word here].  Jesus had given Simon the nickname ‘Peter’, but sometimes referred to him as ‘Simon’ when Peter did something that needed rebuke or correction (Mt 17:25; Mk 14:37; Lk 22:31).  It was as if our Lord called him by his former name when he was acting like his former self.  The Lord’s pointed question, ‘Do you love Me more than these (i.e., the boat, nets, and other fishing paraphernalia)?’ went right to the heart of the issue.  As noted in the previous chapter of this volume, Peter, impatient at Jesus’ delay in meeting the disciples and beleaguered by his own failures, had impulsively decided to return to being a fisherman.  That he was sure he could do well—or so he had thought.  But Jesus confronted Peter and called him to follow Him and be the fisher of men he was first called to be (Mt 4:19).  Jesus challenged Peter to permanently abandon his former life and be exclusively devoted to following Him, based on his love.  There is an interesting wordplay in the Greek text.  The word Jesus used for love is agapaō, the highest love of the will, love that implies total commitment.  Peter, painfully aware of his disobedience and failure, felt too guilty to claim that type of love.  The brash pronouncements were a thing of the past; broken and humbled and fully aware that his action precluded him from a believable claim to the highest love, Peter answered by using the word phileō, a less lofty term that signifies affection.  He also appealed to Jesus’ omniscience, reminding Him, ‘You know that I love You.’  Accepting Peter’s humble acknowledgement that his love was less than he had claimed and Christ deserved, Jesus still re-commissioned him, graciously saying to him, ‘Tend My lambs.’   ‘Tend’ translates a form of the verb used of herdsmen pasturing and feeding their livestock.  The present tense of the verb denotes continuous action.  In keeping with the metaphor He introduced in Jn 10:7–16, Jesus described believers as His lambs, emphasizing not only their immaturity, vulnerability, and need, but also that they are His (Mt 18:5–10).  It is the same responsibility given to every pastor, as Paul pointed out in Acts 20:28 and as Peter himself exhorted in 1 Pet 5:2.  Paul instructed the young pastor Timothy that the means to doing this was to ‘preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction’ (2 Tim 4:2).”


f.  “What did Jesus mean by ‘these’?  Jesus probably was referring to the disciples, in light of Peter’s proud statement that he never would fall away no matter what others did.  Jesus’ threefold question and threefold commission of apostolic mission contrast directly with Peter’s three denials.  Three times Peter said he did not even know the Lord; now three times he said he loved the Lord.  No matter how great a person is, he may fall (1 Cor 10:12).  But God’s grace and forgiveness will restore the repentant.”


g.  “In spite of his faults and failures, Peter did indeed love the Lord, and he was not ashamed to admit it.  The other men were certainly listening ‘over Peter’s shoulder’ and benefiting from the conversation, for they too had failed the Lord after boasting of their devotion.  Peter had already confessed his sin and been forgiven.  Now he was being restored to apostleship and leadership.  The image, however, changes from that of the fisherman to that of the shepherd.  Peter was to minister both as an evangelist (catching the fish) and a pastor (shepherding the flock).  It is unfortunate when we divorce these two because they should go together.  Pastors ought to evangelize (2 Tim 4:5) and then shepherd the people they have won so that they mature in the Lord.”


h.  “When the Lord asked him the same question three times, He touched most graciously the sore spot, reminding him of his past profession of devotion, and of his three denials.  It had to be done not in secret, but before the six witnesses.  Forgiveness was not involved in this.  The Lord had forgiven him already; it was the answer to his penitential tears.  The Lord had to restore him to service.  In the presence of these witnesses, He commissioned Peter once more, as He had done at Cesarea Philippi, after Peter had confessed Him as the Son of God.”
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