
 

 1 

 

Jesus’ Lesson:  How to let go of Guilt 
 
Hello and welcome to this monthly vlog that appears on the first of each month.  The goal is to 
look for just a few minutes at a Biblical text to explore not only what it says, but how it might 
impact us today – so many centuries after it appeared.    
Today’s text is a familiar one but perhaps not for the point I’m going to discuss. 
 
You probably know the John 21 verses that are Jesus’ final questions and directives to Simon 
Peter, a disciple who had already been singled out for his potential leadership of the others.  This 
text takes place after the resurrection in those waning opportunities for the disciples to have a 
final teaching lesson with their Master.   
 
They have returned to their previous profession of fishing, led by Simon Peter, when he 
announces he is going fishing and does anyone want to join him.  Here is an example of his 
leadership but not at the level Christ Jesus expected or, thankfully, Peter performed much longer.  
It was a step back – back to the safety of his old life.  He knew how to fish.  He had to feed his 
family didn’t he?   
 
And besides, the Master was now  gone.  Sure, Simon Peter had seen him in that upper room 
when the risen Christ suddenly appeared, having come through a locked door – somehow.    Peter 
understood the resurrection was a fact.  And besides, there was no doubt among those present 
that it was their teacher and Messiah.    John 20:20 explains one of the first things Jesus did after 
greeting them was to show his hands and side where the nails and spear had penetrated.   
 
Then there is a peculiar text in the King James version of John 20, in this same first resurrection 
appearance to the disciples, when it says ‘he breathed on them’.  To understand some of these 
unusual expressions, I’ve found a source beyond contemporary translations, that has been 
helpful and relates especially to the main text that is our focus. 
 
This resource for unusual Biblical idioms is the Lamsa Bible and a small ook called “Idioms in the 
Bible Explained.”  Both are by George Lamsa, as Assyrian author and native Aramaic speaker,  
who loved the Bible and his Armenian faith.  He translated the Aramaic Peshitta (Bible) Old and 
New Testaments into English.  As a Semitic language, Aramaic was close to the Judeo-Aramaic 
language spoken in the first century AD.  Thus, Lamsa was familiar with expressions that 
translated rather oddly into English and his little book helps these idioms be more 
understandable when seeing their Aramaic roots. 
 
This text about Jesus ‘breathing’ on them means, in Aramaic, that “he gave them courage”, which 
makes complete sense when this extraordinary event of the resurrection has occurred and 
everyone – including his closest followers – are trying to make sense of it and what it means for 
their lives. 
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In the coming week, also recorded in John 20, Jesus again appeared to his disciples, this time 
when Thomas was with them, proving for the most skeptical that the resurrection was indeed 
real. 
 
After these appearances, seven of the disciples left Jerusalem and returned to their homes in the 
Galilee.  That’s when Simon Peter makes his announcement he is going fishing.  John 21 explains 
they caught nothing.   Suddenly they see the resurrected Christ again on the shore, having 
directed them to cast their nets on the right side of the ship – resulting in a huge haul of fish to 
everyone’s astonishment. 
 
It is in this final encounter that Jesus asks Peter three times if he loves his Master and three times 
Peter declares he does.  Lamsa indicates that although the directive from Christ Jesus is then to 
“feed my lambs” (John 21:15), the Aramaic roots imply to feed young people and take care of 
them. 
 
When Jesus repeats his question but this time says to “Tend or feed my sheep” (John 21:16), it 
means to ‘feed the adults’. 
 
And by the third time the question is repeated, ‘do you love me’, Jesus’ directive is slightly 
different again.  The aramaic is to feed the ewes, meaning to care for the young women, since 
‘ewes’ are female sheep.  
 
Many scholars have long held that  the three-part repetition of Jesus’ startling question is a way 
for Simon Peter to redeem himself after denying Jesus three times in the palace courtyard.   While 
Jesus was experiencing his trial in front of the High Priest, Peter was simultaneously undergoing 
his own trial in the courtyard below.   
 
This dual ‘trial’ was a theater technique that those in the first century would have recognized 
from Greek playwrights.  Audiences were used to seeing  parallel scenes taking place, often on r 
two levels of the stage – above and below.  And of course that is what the Biblical reader sees as 
Jesus and Simon Peter undergo their respective questioning above and below. 
 
It occurred to me when thinking about this final encounter with Simon Peter at the Galilean Sea, 
that it was more than Christ Jesus reminding Simon Peter that his life was to be about more than 
a step backward to his old profession.  Of course Simon Peter had been taught too much, seen 
too much, experienced too much to do anything but go forward and feed the increasing flock of 
followers that would hear of the resurrection and want to understand the God that gave eternal 
life to his children.   
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Simon Peter was wracked with guilt.  How could he not be?  He had betrayed the very person he 
loved and promised to obey. 
 
That made me realize what a brake guilt is on our lives.  Who hasn’t regretted an action, a word, 
a thought that was destructive, unloving, not supportive?  If we haven’t specifically disappointed 
someone else, such action certainly makes us disappoint ourselves. 
And that disappointment, regret, remorse, pangs of conscience, keeps us focused on the problem 
and prevents us from taking forward steps. 
 
Jesus’ insistence that Peter shift his thought from  his own misconduct and blameworthiness to 
tending others, as a good shepherd would his loved sheep, was the Master’s last lesson in the 
power of love to help us move forward in our lives.  What a gift to everyone who has made 
mistakes.  Just as Christ Jesus was moving forward in his experience - - to the right hand of the 
throne of God as the book of Revelation describes – he knew Peter had to let go of his past to 
fulfill his future. 
 
And fulfill it he did.  Peter went on for another thirty years, sharing the healing message of the 
teachings he had learned at the feet of his Master, now ascended.  He would end up in Rome, 
with the Apostle Paul, and both be martyred at the hand of the Emperor Nero, in 64 AD.  But 
along the way Peter left a legacy of converts and transformed lives as he indeed learned to 
shepherd all the various ages and stages of his flock of converts.   
 
Can we do less with those who cross our path? 
 
Thank you and have a marvelous August and I’ll see you in the Scriptures! 
 
 


