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 For the past few weeks, we’ve been looking at the questions Jesus asked as recorded 
in the Gospels.  We started with the first question recorded:  “What are you looking for?”  
Jesus asked it of some people who would become his disciples.  Today, we come to the 
resurrection. 

 If I was the resurrected Christ and I was appearing to my disciples, I think I would 
probably say, “Ta-dah!”  I suppose giving them a blessing would be high on my priority list.  
Jesus does offer a blessing in two of John’s and one of Luke’s resurrection stories, but not in 
any of the others. 

 I might think, “Here’s my chance to give them one more lesson in theology,” or 
“Here’s one last chance to offer a word of reassurance.”  Or maybe I’d think, “I should really, 
really clearly explain what this resurrection thing is and what it is all about, because they’re 
going to have a hard time understanding it.” 

 I don’t think asking questions would be high on my 
priority list.  But I skimmed through the resurrection 
stories in the gospels and sure enough, the resurrected 
Christ asks a bunch of questions.  And some of them are 
fairly common place question.  Like the question straight 
out of a 1980s sitcom Jesus asks the disciples on the road to 
Emmaus.  That’s the first thing the resurrected Christ says 
to the disciples when he encounters them on the road.  
“What are you talking about?” 

 Martin Copenhaver points out how inappropriate another of resurrected Christ’s 
question is.  This takes place in John’s gospel, just before the reading we heard from that 
gospel.  “The risen Jesus stands on the beach watching some of his disciples fishing from a 
boat.  He asks, ‘Have you caught anything to eat?’  [Copenhaver is quoting from the 
Common English Bible.]  It is a question fishermen are used to hearing, particularly from 
those who have no experience with fishing.  No fisherman I know would ask the question 
that way.  It’s just not done.  Phrasing the question that way implies that success is up to 
the fisherman, which is particularly annoying when the answer is no, as it is in this case.  So 
the preferred way to ask that question among fishermen is, ‘Any luck?’  But Jesus is a 
landlubber.”1 

 Or maybe it’s just that the resurrected Christ is obsessed with food.  Not only does 
he ask the disciples about catching food in John’s gospel, he asks about food in Luke’s 
gospel, too.  “Do you have anything to eat?”2  Coperhaven again:  “That doesn’t sound like 

                                                      
1 Martin B. Copenhaver, Jesus Is the Question (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2014), 120. 
2 Luke 24:41. 
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the question of a risen Lord.  It sounds more like the question of a teenager arriving home 
from school:  ‘Hey, I’m starving.  What’s there to eat?’ 

 “Jesus’ disciples respond to his question in the only suitable way:  they give him 
something to eat, a broiled fish, and he eats it. 

 “… Apparently, this rising from the dead business really works up an appetite.  Who 
knew?”3 

 One interpretation of this hungry Resurrected One story is that “Eating in front of 
his disciples is a way to demonstrate that he is real.  He’s not a ghost.  Ghosts don’t eat.  It’s 
a way of making clear that Jesus isn’t a figment of his disciples’ imaginations.  The 
resurrection is not merely a psychological experience in the minds of his followers.  It is 
Jesus, in the midst of them again, in a way that was previously unknown and as 
unimaginable to them as it is to us.”4 

 This interpretation makes sense to me, and I think the whole food and the 
resurrected Christ is much broader and deeper.  When the Emmaus road story moves to 
food, we remember the communion table.  And when we hear about a hungry resurrected 
Christ, we remember the hungry people in our city and around the globe. 

 And then there’s the breakfast on the beach.  Like in Luke’s gospel, the resurrected 
Christ eats some broiled fish.  Only this time, he’s the chef – or at least that’s how the story 
sounds to me.  Told by Jesus to cast their nets on the other side of the boat after Jesus had 
established that they hadn’t caught anything to eat, the disciples come ashore with a net 
filled with fish.  They find Jesus, a fire, and fish cooking, and Jesus inviting them to 
breakfast. 

 When breakfast is winding down, Jesus turns to Peter to talk with him.  “Simon son 
of John …” – it’s Peter’s formal name.  It reminds me of when my mother called me “Jeffrey” 
I knew she meant business (and if it was “Jeffrey Sawyer Spencer,” I knew I was in trouble.) 

 “Simon son of John, do you love me more than these?”  It’s not clear what the word 
‘these’ is referring to.  I’ve generally heard it to refer to everything else in life, though 
sometimes I think maybe it’s referring to the life he knew before he knew Jesus, the fishing 
life.  Simon son of John, do you love me more than you love your old way of life?  But maybe 
the ‘these’ refers to the other disciples.  Simon son of John, do you love me more than you 
love your fellow disciples?  Or even, Simon son of John, do you love me more than the other 
disciples love me?  Maybe it means all of this all at once. 

 Simon son of John, do you love me? 

 Is there a question a person can ask that leaves them more vulnerable than that 
one?  Do you love? 

 Coperhaven says that “it is disquieting to hear this question from Jesus.  It seems 
like an unwelcome role reversal.  After all, isn’t it Jesus’ job to love us?  In spite of our 
stumbling and our bumbling, even in the face of our fickle faith, Jesus is supposed to love 
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us.  Isn’t that the essence of the good news? ‘For God so loved the world that he gave his 
only Son.’ 

 “When Jesus asks to be loved, it suggests a vulnerability that I’m not sure I want 
Jesus to have.  It does not make Jesus sound emotionally needy, exactly, but it does imply 
that he has emotional needs.  To suggest that Jesus might want love suggests that he might 
be very much like you or me, because we all want to be loved.  Which, of course, is just the 
point.  Jesus is like us, vulnerable to the hurts of life, even now, after he is raised.”5 

 “Do you love me?” Jesus asks Peter. 

 “Yes, Lord, you know I love you,” Peter replies. 

 “Feed my lambs,” Jesus tells him. 

 And then it happens a second time. 

 And then it happens a third time.  It’s like Jesus just won’t let the question go.  
“Simon son of John, do you love me?”  And this third time, Peter’s feelings are hurt.  The 
gospel writer doesn’t tell us why Peter’s feelings are hurt, but I think Peter interprets this 
third asking of the question to be an expression of Jesus’ doubts about Peter’s devotion.  
“Lord, you know everything; you know I love you.” 

 Jesus doesn’t tend to repeat his questions, so why is he repeating this one?  Is Peter 
right, that Jesus doubt’s Peter’s devotion?  It could be as simple as being a case of literary 
symmetry.  In John’s account of Jesus’ arrest, we read that Peter sort of followed at a 
distance.  He was hanging around Temple while Jesus was inside facing the charges being 
brought against him.  Three times, Peter is asked if he’s a disciple of Jesus and three times 
Peter denies knowing Jesus.  And here, three times Jesus asks Peter, “Do you love me?”  
Perhaps the resurrected Christ is giving Peter three chances to declare his devotion to 
redeem the three denials. 

 Perhaps the resurrected Christ knows Peter better than Peter knows himself.  
Perhaps Peter needs to be asked three times so that he can hear himself declare his love of 
Jesus.  Perhaps it was Peter who needed to hear the answers. 

 But there’s something else happening in the Greek, the language that John’s gospel 
was written in.  The Greeks have several words for love.  Two of the words are agape and 
phileo.  Agape love is the love that comes without conditions, the love that does not ask 
anything in return, the love that is self-giving and sacrificial.  It is kind of love we associate 
with Jesus.  It is the kind of love we disciples of Jesus seek to embody, though I think we 
seldom achieve it. 

 Phileo love is a sibling love, the love of a deep friendship, a warm and generous love, 
but not completely unconditional.  It is a kind of love that is more within our grasp.  “The 
first two times Jesus asks Peter, ‘Do you love me?’ he is using the word agape.  And both 
times when Peter responds, ‘Yes, Lord, you know I love you,’ he is using the word phileo.  In 
other words, Jesus asks Peter if he loves in with the kind of unconditional love associated 
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with agape, but Peter is not able to respond in those terms.  Peter may not be capable of 
agape yet, but he is able to love Jesus like a brother, like a true friend. 

 “Recognizing Peter’s limitations, Jesus asks the question a third time, but in a 
different way.  The third time, when Jesus asks, ‘Do you love me?’ he is using the word 
phileo.  And this time, Peter is able to respond in kind: ‘Yes, Lord, you know I love (phileo) 
you.’  In other words, the third time around, Jesus asks the question at Peter’s level.  Peter 
may not yet be capable of agape, of unconditional love, but he is capable of phileo, of loving 
Jesus like a brother and friend.  So that is what Jesus asks of him.”6 

 Coperhaven, who has been leading us over these past few weeks as we’ve looked at 
Jesus as the questioner, points out that “there are three questions that Jesus repeats in the 
gospels.”7  Scattered through John’s gospel, Jesus asks, “What (or who) are you looking 
for?”  Repeated in three of the Gospels, Jesus asks, “What do you want me to do for you?”  
And here in John’s gospel, Jesus repeatedly asks Peter, “Do you love me?” 

 “Those three questions, read together, capture so much about what it means to 
encounter Jesus. … 

 “‘What are you looking for?’ is a question for those who yearn for God knows what 
(quite literally) and end up concluding that what they are yearning for is God. 

 “‘What do you want me to do for you?’ is the question asked by a Lord who acts 
more like a servant, eager to tend to our needs. 

 “‘Do you love me?’ is the question asked by someone who wants to be in 
relationship with you and is willing to become completely vulnerable in order to do so. 

 “If you want to grasp what a Christ life entails, repeat often these three questions 
and hold them close.”8 

Amen. 
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