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xxi 15.

do you love me? .... I love you. An extraordinary variation in the Greek

vocabulary appears in the three repetitive verses, 15, 16, and 17. Respectively,

there are two different verbs for "to love," for "to know," and for "to feed or tend,"

and two or three different nouns for sheep. With the partial exception of Origen,

the great Greek commentators of old, like Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria, and
the scholars of the Reformation period, like Erasmus and Grotius, saw no real
difference of meaning in this variation of vocabulary; but British scholars of the last
century, like Trench, Westcott, and Plummer, found therein subtle shades of

meaning. .... but we note that most modern scholars have reverted to the older

idea that the variations are a meaningless stylistic peculiarity.

.... the present writer is forced to align himself with scholars ancient (the OL

translators, Augustine) and modem (Lagrange, Bernard, Moffatt, Strachan,

Bonsirven, Bultmann, Barrett, etc.) who find no clear distinction of meaning in the

alternation of agapan and philein in vss. 15-17. The reasons for this are: (a) There

seems to be a general interchangeability of the two verbs in John. (b) In Hebrew
and Aramaic there is one basic verb for expressing the various types of love, so that
all the subtlety of distinction that commentators find in the use of the two verbs in
15-17 scarcely echoes the putative Semitic original. We note that LXX uses both
verbs to translate Heb. ‘aheb .... In the Syriac translations of 15-17 only one verb
is used. (c) Peter answers "Yes" to the questions phrased with the verb agapan
even though he expresses his love in terms of philein and thus shows no awareness
that he is answering a request for a higher or more spiritual or more rational type

of love (agapan) with an offer of a lower or more affectionate form of love (philein).

17.

For the third time Jesus asked. While there was no article used with deuteron, "a
second time," the definite article appears before triton, "the third time," indicating
emphasis. Spicq .... wants to translate it "this third time," and to find the offense
of the third request in the fact that this time Jesus has asked in terms of philein,
even though Peter has already twice stated his love in terms of philein. .... The
idea that the sadness is related to the change of verb goes as far back as Origen.
However, Graechter .... insists more plausibly that the real stress is not on the use
of philein but on the to triton: "Still a third time Jesus asked'—a translation that

9
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implies the synonymous character of the questions.

2
George R. Beasley-Murray, John, Word Biblical Commentary 36, Word Books,
1987, pp. 392-409.

Notes

The difference between the terms for love in the conversation between Jesus and
Peter led Westcott to assume that the changes were deliberate: whereas Jesus uses
the higher term for love (@yamdw) Peter lays claim only to the feeling of natural love
(p1Aéw). But when Jesus puts the question the third time, he adopts Peter's word,
as though he would test the truth of even the lower love that Peter professed, and it
was for this reason that Peter was grieved, namely that Jesus appeared to doubt
the reality of even that love which he had professed. Bernard examined the use of
the two verbs in the Fourth Gospel and concluded that whatever distinction they
may have had elsewhere, in the Gospel they are synonymous. Both terms are
used of God's love for man (3:16; 16:27), of the Father's love for the Son (3:35; 5:20),
of Jesus' love for men (11:5; 11:3), of the love of men for men (13:34; 15:19), and of
the love of men for Jesus (8:42; 16:27). Since the LXX Syr., and OL translations
use both verbs indifferently, Bernard drew the inference that "we must treat ayamdc
and @uAgic in vv 15-17 as synonymous, as all patristic expositors do." With this
almost all exegetes concur, with two recent exceptions. J. Marsh asserted that
whereas Bernard proved the point of rough synonymity, that does not prove that
the words are used synonymously in this passage. Spicq also insisted that the
distinction should be maintained here: "The subject is not a private conversation or
a moral lesson given to a disciple, but the establishment of Peter at the head of the
Church, his primacy; and the Saviour claims from him not an affection of a friend
but the religious love of aydmn, which constitutes the life itself of his Church."
Loftly as this sounds, it does not take seriously the habit of the author of this
chapter to use synonyms. We have already noticed his treatment of mpoogdyiov,
oyapiov, and iyB0¢ as equivalents, despite their original differences in the meaning.

So also in vv 15-17, apart from the use of the two verbs for love, we find two verbs

used for the shepherd's care for his sheep, Bookw and moiuaivw, and two or even

three nouns for the sheep, apvia, mpofata, and mpofatia (the MS support for the

last is good, but not unanimous). It is difficult to believe that the author intended

10
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any distinction of meaning in these varied verbs and nouns; the same applies to

the two verbs fo love.

16-17 The unexpected repetitions of the Lord's question to Peter have the effect of

searching him to the depths of his being. We have seen (in the Notes) the

improbablity of the variety of terms having any major significance, alike in the
repeated question of Jesus, the answer of Peter, and the Lord's commission to him.

The pain or grief of Peter was not due to Jesus' framing his quetsion with the use of

Peter's own word (@uAcic insted of ayamdc), but is explained by Jesus' act when for

the third time he put the same question to him, as though to ask whether there

was any substance in his avowal of love, any ground for his accepting its reality.

By this time all the old self-confidence and assertiveness manifest in Peter before

the crucifixion of Jesus had drained away. He could only appeal to the Lord's
totality of knowledge, which included his knowledge of Peter's heart; he more than
all people could tell that he was speaking the truth. He really did love him, and

more than that he could not say. More than that was not necessary; the Lord

accepted his protestation of love.

3
Nicholas Thomas Wright, John for Everyone, Part 2 (Chapters 11-21), Westminster
John Knox Press, 2004, pp. 162-166.

So Jesus goes to where the pain is, as he often does (is this why so many resist
his gentle advance, like someone putting off seeing the dentist until they can bear
the toothache no longer?). .... And he asks the question that goes to the heart of

it all: 'Do you love me?'

Actually, the words he uses vary slightly. When Peter replies, the word he uses
for 'love' is different to the one Jesus uses in the first two questions. Then, in the
third question, Jesus uses the word Peter himself had been using. But this is

probably not important. John does say, after all, that the same question was

being asked three times over (verse 17). What matters is that .... the answer earns,

each time, not a pat on the back, not a 'There, that's all right then', but a command.

Somewhere, deep down inside, there is a love for Jesus, and though

(goodness knows) you've let him down enough times, he wants to find that love, to

give you a chance to express it, to heal the hurts and failures of the past, and give

11
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you new work to do.

These are not things for you to do to 'earn' the forgiveness. .... It is grace from
start to finish. They are things .... that will be costly, because Jesus' own work
was utterly costly. .... 'Someone else will dress you and take you where you
would rather not go." Peter will complete this task as a shepherd by laying down

his own life, in turn, for the sheep.

Peter went from strength to strength. He was still muddled from time to time, as

Acts indicates. But he became a shepherd. He loved Jesus and looked after his

sheep. No one could ask for more. Jesus never asks for less.

4
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William E. Hull, "John," The Broadman Bible Commentary 9, Luke-John, Broadman
Press, 1970, pp. 373-374.

The threefold repetition of the question, do you love me? (vv. 15, 16, 17),

corresponds to the threefold denial which prompted it. Peter was asked to reaffirm
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his loyalty to Jesus as emphatically as he had earlier rejected it. Because of a
variation in the Greek verbs used for love in Jesus' questions and in Peter's

answers, there is the strong possibility that in vv. 15 and 16 Jesus was asking for a

higher spiritual devotion (aqapa;)) than Peter was ready to give (phile;)), thus he

grieved Peter in v. 17 by asking if he loved him even on a human level ( phile;)). In

the fourth Gospel, however, these two Greek verbs for love sometimes appear to be

synonymous; thus it may be that the basic issue is not the kind of love involved but

the willingness of Peter to translate personal affection for Jesus into a ministry of

concern for the flock. Probably, Peter was grieved when Jesus said to him the third

time, Do you love me? because it reminded him of his third and final failure in the

time of testing as signaled by the cockcrow (18:27).

he was also confident that his Lord, who knew everything, would know that

he loved him. Peter finally realized that the crux of a commitment to Christ lay not

in what he said was true, for that could quickly prove to be false (e.g., 13:37), but in
what Jesus knew was true in the depths of Peter's being (cf. 2:25, 10:27).
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William Barclay, The Gospel of John, Volume Two, The New Daily Study Bible,
Westminster John Knox Press, 2001, pp. 332-334.
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