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John 21:15-19 

When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of 

John, do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know 

that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” A second time he said to 

him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know 

that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.” He said to him the third 

time, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter felt hurt because he said to 

him the third time, “Do you love me?” And he said to him, “Lord, you know 

everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep. Very 

truly, I tell you, when you were younger, you used to fasten your own belt and to 

go wherever you wished. But when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, 

and someone else will fasten a belt around you and take you where you do not 

wish to go.” (He said this to indicate the kind of death by which he would glorify 

God.) After this he said to him, “Follow me.” 

 

August 11, 1867 was a fairly un-remarkable day, at least according to Google.  Just prior 

to that day a young, bearded man, a Missionary Bishop of the Episcopal Church, made his way 

the Helena, Montana.  On that day this newly minted Bishop named Tuttle held the first 

Episcopal church service in that small, wild gold rush town, that was not yet 3 years old.  It 

probably took place in one of the local bars still carrying the mess and the aroma from the night 

before. 

Two years later he returned and formed a Bishop’s Committee to establish an Episcopal 

mission in Helena, a town that needed the Word of God preached within it.  Bishop Tuttle 

gathered the group and their families at the courthouse for Eucharist and, in the months 

following, the committee met and discerned that the church that they were bringing to life was to 

be called St. Peter’s, named after the Rock on which God’s church was to be built.  And over 

time they became us.  And for the past 154 years we have been faithfully worshipping and 

diligently sharing God’s love in this city. 

They grew from gathering in public buildings and bars to the church they built at Warren 

and Grand for $12,000.  Then in September of 1931 the cornerstone of this building was set and 

faithful people, rich and poor, from all walks of life raised almost $1.6 million, in today’s 

dollars, in order to give future generations an Episcopal Cathedral in Montana. 
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So why the history lesson?  Well, today we are celebrating our patronal feast day.  Today 

we are celebrating the Feast of St. Peter and St. Paul.  It is a day where we should remember our 

past, take joyful gratitude in our present, and dream big for our future.  It is a day where we 

remember that over 150 years ago, we were bound together with the Blessed St. Peter on a 

mission to bring glory to God by feeding lambs and tending and feeding sheep in the same way 

that Peter was asked to do by the Risen Christ. 

You know, as was preparing for today, I had a bit of a flashback.  It was flashback to 

seminary, that typically comes up when we have this passage about Peter.  The memory that 

always arises with this passage is from Homiletics class.   

Homiletics, the study of preaching, starts in the Fall semester of the second year.  We are 

freshly back from a summer of service projects and diocese visits with our heads still full of Old 

Testament, and New Testament, and Greek and Hebrew from year one.  We arrived back 

knowing enough Greek to be dangerous, but had absorbed enough to be excited.   

In the introduction week to homiletics, they affirmed our study of Greek and Hebrew.  It 

is important, they told us, for our understanding and will serve us well in our preaching.   But 

then, with a firm expression on their faces, they warned us to keep it to the preparation process 

and away from the pulpit.   

Now, I don’t know if it was just me, but I have to imagine that others were equally 

disappointed.  Our heads were full of all the cool things that we had discovered.  Different 

definitions, interesting derivations, importance tenses, all of which made a difference in how the 

passages were read and understood.  And, besides that, those Greek words just makes us feel so 

smart, right?   

Well, two years later, it was clear that they were right.  But each time when Peter comes 

up in the “Do you love me” passage, I find it difficult to adequately share it without just a little 

Greek thrown in, because it makes all the difference.   

Prior to our Gospel passage this morning, Jesus is calling from the shore to the disciples 

to tell them again where the fish are.  John recognizes that it’s Jesus, and Peter jumps in the 

water like an excited kid. 

After sharing a meal, Jesus takes the rock of the church aside for a private conference.  

Many think that it was a moment of forgiveness for Peter from his three denials.  And no doubt it 

was and was needed.  But it was more.  It was now time to leave behind the fishing for fish, and 

the bad choices of life, and to live into the promise, that was made probably on that same beach, 

of becoming fishers of people.  The church was to be launched and would become the Body of 

Christ in the world with the same mission of love that Christ had embraced and accomplished. 

And this is where I think that the conversation between Jesus and Peter becomes more 

than just Christ helping Peter overcome his guilt.  It was also a teaching moment and a 



3 
 

commissioning event of Peter and the church for its great mission to go lovingly into the world 

baptizing in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

And now for the Greek.  You know that there are several Greek words for love, right?  

Each one has a particular meaning and certain application.  The four most common are Agape, 

Philia, Eros, and Storge.  Storge is a familial kind of love.  It is the love that exists between 

parents and children and among siblings and cousins.  Eros is the passionate, and often physical, 

love between lovers.    Philia is friendship love or, as it is often called, brotherly love.  It is a love 

between friends and among equals. 

And then there is agape.  In many ways agape love is in a category all by itself.  It is so 

much more than the mere human categories of love.  To Christians this type of love is how we 

would describe God’s love for us.  Profound, deep, self-giving instead of self-serving.  A love 

that can only exist when God is within it.  It is intended, I think, to be the love that rules all other 

loves.   It is the love of the church within a hurting and damaged world, for the hurting and 

damaged world. 

So now, getting back to our patron, Peter, and his conversation with Jesus just prior to 

launching the church.  Which love did that teaching contain?  You might be surprised.  It was 

recorded in the Greek to have gone like this… 

Peter, do you agape me more than these?  Do you love me deeply, profoundly, self-

sacrificing, to the point where these things that you have come back to can be set aside for the 

sake of my mission to the world?   

And Peter answers, Yes Lord, I philia you.  You are my BFF, my buddy, I will always 

stand by your side.   

Jesus lets the response pass for a moment, hoping that Peter might catch what just 

happened.  Peter looks back silently believing he hit the mark well this time.  Jesus then tells 

Peter to feed God’s lambs.  Nourish them.  Uplift them.  Humbly sacrifice for them.   

Then Jesus takes a second shot.  Peter, do you agape me?   

Yes Lord!  You know that I philia you.  You are my friend and always will be. 

With a sigh, “Tend my sheep.”  Love them in a way that uplifts them, teaches them, 

challenges them, and, if necessary, even rebukes them.  You have heard all my teachings for 

years now.  Share them faithfully.  Be the church and bring life and wholeness to the world 

through agape. 

Twice now Jesus has asked Peter if he agapes Christ, and twice now Peter responded by 

calling Jesus his good friend and by inference his equal.  He is applying human love to a Godly 

love scenario.  He is saying, “Let’s be friends and equals” when Jesus is inviting him to embrace 

so much more. 
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Finally, hoping to make his point by contrast, Jesus embraces Peter in his humanity, in 

his weakness and his limitations.  He asks him, “Peter, do you philia me?”  And Peter responds 

in his hurt and frustration, “Yes, Lord.  Yes, Lord.  That is what I have been trying to tell you all 

along.  I philia you!” 

Feed my sheep. 

And that is the challenge to the church.  God calls his church to agape.  He calls his 

church to a profound, deep, amazing love that is God centered and one that we cannot do on our 

own.   

And it is not that the other forms of love are bad.  It is just that they can be so much more.  

When agape rules, other loves ascend.  Familial love, empowered by agape, takes a group of 

genetically related humans and elevates them to be what God intends families to be. 

Erotic and passionate love, guided and contained through agape, brings two people 

beyond simply the physical to something  more.   

Brotherly love is transformed into love thy neighbor, the second greatest commandment, 

when it is preceded by, and envisioned through, agape. 

Agape, Godly love, empowers and guides all other loves.  It uplifts all relationships.  It 

challenges all selfishness.  It condemns all lies and always seeks God’s truth.  And it will 

eventually bring an end to all division. 

And the church will lead, so long as… the church will lead, by loving one another as we 

know that love from God through Christ.  That is what was launched in a courthouse by a group 

of faithful people and a 30-year-old Missionary made Bishop.  That is what we remember each 

year on this day.  And that is what God is calling us to for the next 150 years for the sake of God 

mission and for the life of that church in 2171.   

Amen 

 

 


