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THE SWEET AROMA OF FISH FRYING 
Pastor Jim Dunn 

 
 

John 21:1-19 

Jesus Appears to Seven Disciples 

21 After this Jesus revealed himself again to the disciples by the Sea of Tiberias, and he 

revealed himself in this way. 2 Simon Peter, Thomas (called the Twin), Nathanael of 

Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two others of his disciples were together. 

3 Simon Peter said to them, “I am going fishing.” They said to him, “We will go with 

you.” They went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught nothing. 

4 Just as day was breaking, Jesus stood on the shore; yet the disciples did not know 

that it was Jesus. 5 Jesus said to them, “Children, do you have any fish?” They 

answered him, “No.” 6 He said to them, “Cast the net on the right side of the boat, 

and you will find some.” So they cast it, and now they were not able to haul it in, 

because of the quantity of fish. 7 That disciple whom Jesus loved therefore said to 

Peter, “It is the Lord!” When Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put on his outer 

garment, for he was stripped for work, and threw himself into the sea. 8 The other 

disciples came in the boat, dragging the net full of fish, for they were not far from the 

land, but about a hundred yards off. 

 

9 When they got out on land, they saw a charcoal fire in place, with fish laid out on it, 

and bread. 10 Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish that you have just caught.” 

11 So Simon Peter went aboard and hauled the net ashore, full of large fish, 153 of 

them. And although there were so many, the net was not torn. 12 Jesus said to them, 

“Come and have breakfast.” Now none of the disciples dared ask him, “Who are 

you?” They knew it was the Lord. 13 Jesus came and took the bread and gave it to 

them, and so with the fish. 14 This was now the third time that Jesus was revealed to 

the disciples after he was raised from the dead. 
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Jesus and Peter 

15 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.” He said to him, “Feed my lambs.” 16 He said to him a second time, “Simon, son 

of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” He 

said to him, “Tend my sheep.” 17 He said to him the third time, “Simon, son of John, do 

you love me?” Peter was grieved 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. 18 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.” 19 (This he said to show by what kind of death he was to glorify God.) 

And after saying this he said to him, “Follow me.” 

 

 

“When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals with fish on it and some bread… 

Jesus took the bread and gave it to them and did the same with the fish.” (John 21:9, 

13) 

 

Fish Fry is considered one of the best radio programs in Kansas City. Every Friday and 

Saturday night from 8pm to midnight on KCUR FM you can listen to host Chuck Haddix. 

He plays record after record, but you don’t have to worry about ever hearing the 

same record twice. Chuck manages the Marr Sound Archives at UMKC, which has a 

collection of over 340,000 recordings. For 30 years, Kansas Citians have been tuning 

into the Fish Fry to hear the best in blues, rhythm and blues, jumpin’ jive from the early 

‘40’s, soul music from the ‘60’s and Zydeco music from Creole country down in 

southern Louisiana. When you listen to the Fish Fry, you can practically smell the fish 

frying and hear folks talking. 

 

Because that’s what a fish fry is about. You can’t have a real fish fry without fish or 

without people. And one chilly spring morning Jesus and His disciples had both. They 

were gathered on a beach beside the Sea of Galilee around a charcoal fire with fish 

cooking and bread toasting. As we hear that story again today we can almost hear 

the glad sounds of R&B and Zydeco as Jesus and His disciples enjoyed each other’s 
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company along with good food during one of those precious moments after His 

resurrection. You can almost smell the sweet aromas of fish and fresh bread.  

If there was anything that tainted the aromas of charcoal burning, fish cooking, and 

bread toasting, if there was anything that put a little bit of an edge on that gathering, 

it was that Jesus and Peter had some unfinished business. The smell of the charcoal fire 

reminds us of that. 

 

It was while Peter was warming himself beside a fire that He denied knowing Jesus. 

Back in John chapter 18, we have the account of Peter and John standing in the 

courtyard of the high priest. Standing just outside the chambers where Caiaphas was 

putting Jesus on trial. It was the middle of the night. John tells us it was cold. So, the 

servants and officials stood around a fire they had made to keep warm. John tells us 

that Peter was also standing with them warming himself when a servant asked Peter if 

he was one of Jesus’ disciples. Not once but three times she asked Peter that question. 

Every time Peter denied knowing Jesus. Which may have been understandable. But 

what complicated this matter was that earlier that evening Peter had declared that 

even if all of the other disciples abandoned Jesus he never would.  

 

Was Peter was reminded of that night in the courtyard as he sat by this charcoal fire 

eating fish and bread. Then, even more would he have been reminded of that night in 

the courtyard when Jesus took him aside and asked him a question, the same 

question, not once but three times. “Peter, do you love Me?” 

 

I think Jesus just wanted to make sure that Peter was ready for the work that lay 

ahead. He wanted to make sure that Peter had learned humility because pride and 

arrogance have no place in doing Jesus’ work. 

 

Yes, Jesus asked Peter if he loved Him, but that wasn’t what Jesus going after. By 

asking Peter three times, Jesus wanted Peter to remember the boastful promise he had 

made in the Upper Room. “Jesus, even if the others leave you, I will never abandon 

you.”  
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Look again at how Jesus phrased the question the first time. Simon son of John, do you 

truly love me more than these? In other words, after all that has happened, Peter, do 

you still believe that you love Me more than these other disciples love Me? Do you still 

think that you are less likely to abandon Me, less likely to deny Me, less likely to fail Me 

than the other disciples?  

 

Jesus was zeroing in on Peter’s problem with pride. Why? Because pride puts a smell 

on the good that we do. And it’s not a good smell, it’s not the sweet aroma of frying 

fish. It’s more like the stink of rotting fish. The good that we do has a stink on it when we 

think that we love Jesus more than Black people do, or when we think that we’re more 

dedicated, more devoted, more loyal, more moral, more hardworking than other 

people, when we look down on others, either knowingly or unknowingly. “Oh,” we say, 

“they can’t detect that on us.” Really? The stink of pride is more detectable than we 

think. Only, we can get so used to it that we don’t smell it on ourselves anymore. And it 

gets in the way, keeps others from hearing the message we’re trying to convey. So, 

even if Peter never again denied Jesus, would the stink of his pride get in the way of his 

work for Jesus? And prevent folks from smelling the sweet aroma of God’s grace? 

 

Both Peter and us would be wrong if we think that Jesus lets us continue to do His work 

anyway because He needs us. We say, “Jesus has no hands but our hands, no feet but 

our feet.” But the message Jesus sent Peter and all of us is that He does not need us. 

When those seven disciples hauled their net full of fish onto the beach that day, Jesus 

already had His own fish. He didn’t need their catch. God does not need us to be His 

hands. Whose hands after all made the sun rise this morning and caused the rain to 

fall? Whose breath guided us here this morning to think and pray and read and sing? 

We are given the Holy Spirit in Baptism, but that holy breath is not separate from the 

Crucified-and-Risen-One who breathes that holy breath out and into us. 

 

That He does by His grace. Peter wasn’t given a place among the disciples because 

he was so wonderful with his pride and loudness and boastfulness, with his acting and 

speaking before thinking may have been a bit obnoxious. Still Jesus gave him a place 

among the disciples. Peter denied Him three times, and still Jesus called him again to 

be a disciple. 
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The large catch of fish the words Follow Me spoken again here to Peter after Jesus’ 

resurrection said in spite of Peter’s failings as a disciple in spite of the fact that Jesus did 

not need him, He gave Peter a place around the fire. Jesus every action and word to 

Peter said, “Peter you belong. Not Peter you have to try to fit in. No, Peter you belong. 

Feed my lambs Take care of my sheep. Feed my sheep.” Any doubt if you belong?  

 

Being a disciple of Jesus is a place not for the perfect but for broken messed up 

people like Peter, who at times have the stink of pride. But are given the sweet 

fragrance of Jesus offering Himself up as a sacrifice for us. The sweet fragrance of the 

burial spices that still clung to Jesus’ burial clothes neatly folded and no longer 

needed cover us and saturate us. Serve as reminder that we belong to Jesus. We are 

His beloved disciples by His grace. 

 

That is the same sweet aroma of grace that expresses itself in humility. I witnessed that 

when I was 12 years old. The evening that I won the spelling bee for Harris County, my 

Lutheran school 7th grade teacher Mr. Thies drove me home… to my little house in the 

part of town where poor white people lived in the kind of houses that did not have 

central air or heat. But Mr. Thies came into that house, my house, to tell my parents 

personally the whole story of that evening. Mom was frying fish that evening. As we 

stood in the kitchen and Mr. Thies talked to my parents I’m sure the air was saturated 

with grease. In my memory that is what grace smells like.  It smells like the sweet aroma 

of fish frying and the humility of my teacher to come into my house because of God’s 

grace at work in His heart. The same grace by which Jesus reassured Peter that he 

belonged and by which He reassures each of this morning that we though broken as 

we are belong to Him each has a place at His table.   

 

Amen 

 


