
📜📜 STORIES FROM THE BIBLE 

A Historically Grounded Narrative Series 
 

Firelight and Forgiveness 
How a denied Lord met a broken disciple with breakfast, 

and restored him to purpose 
 

A biblically faithful retelling rooted in Scripture, historical 
context, and careful theological clarity. 

 About this Account  

This narrative is drawn directly from the biblical record and 
presented using widely recognized translations such as the 
ESV, NIV, NASB, and KJV. Cultural, geographical, and 
historical insights are included to deepen understanding 
while remaining faithful to the text.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Setup — Failure Remembered, Hope Uncertain (John 
18:15–27; 21:1–3) 

The story begins not at the shoreline, but beside a fire, one 
that burns in memory long after its embers fade. In the 
courtyard of the high priest, as recorded in John 18:15–27, 
Peter stands within reach of the events unfolding around 
Jesus. He has followed at a distance after Jesus’ arrest, close 
enough to witness, yet far enough to remain unseen, or so he 
hopes. The tension is immediate. When questioned, Peter 
denies any association: once, then again, and a third time. 
The Gospel records no hesitation in the final denial. Then the 
rooster crows, just as Jesus had foretold (John 13:38). The 
moment is not only a failure of courage, it is the collapse of 
Peter’s own understanding of himself. 

The narrative does not linger there, but it does not erase it 
either. 

Jesus is crucified. He is buried. Then, according to John 20, 
he is raised. The resurrection shifts the trajectory of the story, 
but it does not immediately resolve Peter’s personal failure. 
There is no recorded confrontation in the immediate 
aftermath, no public reckoning, no explicit restoration, only 
the quiet persistence of what has already happened. The 
denial stands as an unresolved fracture between past loyalty 
and present reality. 

The setting then moves north, away from Jerusalem, to the 
region of the Sea of Galilee (John 21:1). This is not a random 
location. It is the place where many of the disciples were first 
called (cf. Luke 5:1–11), a familiar landscape tied to earlier 



obedience and identity. Now it becomes the setting for 
uncertainty. 

Peter speaks first: “I am going fishing” (John 21:3). The 
statement is simple, but it carries weight. It is not framed as 
a calling, nor as a command from Jesus. It reflects movement 
back toward what is known. Fishing is Peter’s former 
occupation, his place of skill and control before discipleship 
redefined his life. The decision suggests neither rebellion nor 
clarity, only a return to something stable in the absence of 
direction. 

Others follow him. The group goes out together, enters the 
boat, and works through the night. The effort produces 
nothing. The nets come up empty. 

The silence of that night matters. 

It mirrors the uncertainty they now carry. Jesus has risen, but 
his followers are still navigating what that means for their 
lives. For Peter, the weight is heavier. His last recorded 
interaction with Jesus before the crucifixion is denial. His 
last words in that moment were not faith, but distance. 

(Theological insight: Many interpreters understand this 
return to fishing not as abandonment of calling, but as a 
reflection of unresolved identity, Peter has encountered the 
risen Christ, yet has not yet been explicitly restored or 
recommissioned.) 

By the time the scene reaches the shoreline at dawn, the 
elements are in place: 



A disciple who has failed publicly and deeply. 
A risen Lord whose presence is real, but whose next step is 
not yet clear. 

A setting that recalls the beginning, now overshadowed by 
what has happened since. 

Nothing has yet been resolved. 

But everything is about to be revisited. 

Conflict — Presence Without Recognition (John 21:4–8) 

Daybreak comes quietly, but it does not immediately bring 
clarity. After a night of effort that yields nothing, the 
disciples remain on the water, tired, empty-handed, and still 
without direction. It is in this moment of exhaustion that the 
narrative introduces a presence they do not yet understand. 

Standing on the shore is Jesus. 

The text is careful: “the disciples did not know that it was 
Jesus” (John 21:4). The lack of recognition is not explained, 
but it is consistent with other post-resurrection appearances 
(cf. Luke 24:16). What matters is not why they fail to 
recognize him, but that they do. The risen Christ is present, 
yet not immediately perceived. 

He speaks first. 

“Children, do you have any fish?” (John 21:5). The question 
is direct, grounded in their immediate reality. Their answer, 
“No”, confirms the failure of the night. There is no 
embellishment, no explanation, only the fact of emptiness. 

Then comes instruction. 



“Cast the net on the right side of the boat, and you will find 
some” (John 21:6). 

There is no recorded hesitation. The disciples respond by 
doing what is said. The result is immediate and 
overwhelming: the net fills to the point that they are unable 
to haul it in. The sudden reversal recalls an earlier moment 
at this same sea (Luke 5:4–7), where abundance followed 
obedience at Jesus’ word. The pattern is familiar, even if the 
speaker is not yet recognized. 

Recognition begins with one voice. 

The disciple whom Jesus loved says to Peter, “It is the 
Lord!” (John 21:7). The conclusion is drawn not from 
appearance alone, but from the nature of what has just 
occurred. The act reveals the identity. 

Peter’s response is immediate and physical. 

He puts on his outer garment and throws himself into the sea, 
moving toward the shore where Jesus stands. The others 
follow more slowly, bringing the boat and the full net behind 
them. The contrast is clear: Peter does not wait for the boat 
to reach land. His movement reflects urgency, an eagerness 
to close the distance that had once been marked by denial. 

The tension remains unresolved. 

Peter moves toward Jesus, but nothing has yet been said 
about what happened in the courtyard. The recognition of 
Jesus’ presence intensifies the moment rather than resolving 
it. The one he denied now stands before him, alive and near. 



(Theological insight: Some interpreters note that Peter’s 
immediate movement toward Jesus contrasts with his earlier 
distancing during the arrest (John 18:15–17). The same 
disciple who once kept space now moves quickly to close it.) 

By the time they reach the shore, the elements of the conflict 
are fully in place: 

Jesus is present. 

Peter has drawn near. 

The past remains unaddressed. 

The question is no longer whether they will meet, but what 
will be done when they do. 

Climax — A Fire, A Question, A Restoration (John 21:9–
17) 

The moment is set with deliberate familiarity. When they 
come ashore, they see a charcoal fire already burning, with 
fish laid on it and bread beside it (John 21:9). The detail is 
precise, and significant. The only other charcoal fire 
mentioned in John’s Gospel is the one in the high priest’s 
courtyard (John 18:18), where Peter denied Jesus. The 
setting now mirrors the place of failure, but the context is 
different. 

Here, the fire is not surrounded by accusation, but by 
provision. 

Jesus invites them: “Come and have breakfast” (John 
21:12). There is no immediate confrontation, no public 
exposure. The act is simple, shared food, prepared by Jesus 
himself. Bread and fish, common elements of daily life in 



Galilee, become the setting for something far more 
significant. The risen Christ serves those who had scattered, 
denied, and doubted. 

The silence before the questions matters. 

The text notes that none of the disciples dared ask, “Who are 
you?”, they knew it was the Lord (John 21:12). Recognition 
is now settled. The distance is closed. What remains is not 
identity, but relationship. 

After they have eaten, the focus turns directly to Peter. 

Jesus asks, “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than 
these?” (John 21:15). The question is personal and direct. It 
addresses not Peter’s failure explicitly, but his present 
allegiance. Peter responds, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love 
you.” Jesus answers, “Feed my lambs.” 

The pattern repeats. 

A second time: “Do you love me?” (John 21:16). 
A third time: “Do you love me?” (John 21:17). 

By the third question, Peter is grieved. The repetition presses 
into memory. The threefold denial is now met with a 
threefold opportunity to affirm. The text does not state the 
connection explicitly, but the parallel is clear. 

(Theological insight: Many interpreters understand the three 
questions as intentional restoration, each affirmation 
corresponding to a prior denial, not to shame Peter, but to 
reestablish him fully in relationship and calling.) 

Each response is followed by a commission: 



• “Feed my lambs.” 

• “Tend my sheep.” 

• “Feed my sheep.” 

The restoration is not abstract. It is tied to responsibility. 
Peter is not only forgiven, he is entrusted. The one who failed 
publicly is now given care over others. 

There is no rebuke recorded. 

No recounting of the denial in detail. 

No demand for explanation. 

Instead, Jesus addresses the root, love, and restores the role, 
shepherding. 

The climax holds together several realities: 

• The past is not ignored, it is revisited through 
repetition. 

• The failure is not minimized, it is answered directly. 

• The relationship is not ended, it is reestablished with 
purpose. 

Peter stands where he once failed, but this time, he answers 
differently. 

The fire still burns. 

The questions are spoken. 

And the man who denied is now restored, not by force, but 
through truth spoken in the presence of grace. 



Resolution — Follow Me Again (John 21:18–19) 

The questions have been asked. The answers have been 
given. The restoration is not left in words alone, it moves 
forward into direction. 

Jesus now speaks not about Peter’s past, but about his future. 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were young, you used to 
dress yourself and walk wherever you wanted, but when you 
are old, you will stretch out your hands, and another will 
dress you and carry you where you do not want to go” (John 
21:18). 

The statement is not symbolic alone, it is explanatory. 

The Gospel clarifies: “This he said to show by what kind of 
death he was to glorify God” (John 21:19). 

The man who once denied association with Jesus out of fear 
will one day remain faithful under pressure, even unto death. 
The failure in the courtyard does not define the end of Peter’s 
story. Instead, it becomes part of a larger transformation, one 
that leads to endurance rather than retreat. 

The contrast is direct: 

• At the courtyard, Peter distances himself to avoid 
danger. 

• In the future described here, he will face danger 
without denial. 

This is not immediate change, but promised direction. 

Then Jesus speaks the words that began Peter’s journey: 



“Follow me” (John 21:19). 

The call is the same, but Peter is not. 

He has failed. 

He has returned. 

He has been questioned and restored. 

Now he is called again, not as one who has never fallen, but 
as one who has been brought back. 

(Theological insight: Many traditions emphasize that this 
moment represents not only forgiveness, but reinstatement. 
Peter is not merely accepted, he is recommissioned into 
leadership and witness, a role later seen in Acts 2 and 
beyond.) 

The resolution is quiet, but complete. 

There is no dramatic declaration of forgiveness recorded. 
No public ceremony of reinstatement. 

No reversal of events. 

Instead, there is: 

• A shared meal 

• A repeated question 

• A renewed calling 

The past remains part of Peter’s story, but it no longer 
defines his direction. 



He leaves not as a man marked by denial, but as one 
entrusted with responsibility, shaped by failure, and called 
forward with clarity. 

Reflection — When Failure Is Not the End of Calling 

Peter’s story does not erase what happened, it transforms it. 

He denied. 

He was not cast aside. 

He was restored and sent forward. 

The same voice that predicted his failure is the one that 
reissues his calling. 

Question for Reflection: 

When failure feels final, is restoration found in proving 
ourselves again, or in responding to the invitation to follow, 
even after we have fallen? 

 

By: Marc Seffelaar 


