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Text: “Then Jesus saith unto them, Children, have ye any meat? They 

answered Him, No. And He said unto them, Cast the net on the right 

side of the ship, and ye shall find. They cast therefore, and now they 

were not able to draw it for the multitude of fishes.” John 21, verses 5 

& 6 

 

This is one of the appearances of the dear Lord and Saviour, Jesus 

Christ, after His resurrection and before His ascension. All the visits of 

the risen Saviour to His Church in that interim period were designed to 

encourage them in their faith and to prove to them, beyond any doubt 

whatsoever, that He had risen again from the dead and was soon to go 

into heaven on their behalf. We read, in another part of God’s holy 

Word, of “many infallible proofs” that He gave to them of His 

resurrection. This is one of them we have before us this evening. 

 

The situation was, that a few of His disciples were together at 

Tiberias, and they decided that they would go fishing – Simon Peter, as 

he often did, taking the lead. Into the little boat they went, and together 

they launched out onto the waves from the land and began to let down 

their net. Time after time they let down their net, and each time they 

drew it up there was nothing in it. It was just as barren as the sky was 

when Elijah’s servant went up Mount Carmel and came back with those 

discouraging tidings: “There is nothing.” “They caught nothing.” It 

seemed to be labour in vain; it seemed to be energy expended without 

any fruit; it seemed to be a tiring, tedious work, because there was no 

fruit to it. How many times they let down their net we know not, but it 

must have been many times. They were experienced fisherman, and, no 

doubt each time they put down their net they hoped – note that word: 

‘hoped’ – that fishes would be caught by it. They were disappointed in 

that hope. 
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We read in Proverbs 13 a very beautiful word that is rarely read and 

rarely spoken about, but very apt in the context of our subject this 

evening. “Hope deferred maketh the heart sick: but when the desire 

cometh, it is a tree of life.” Here was “hope deferred.” The empty net 

was “hope deferred.” How often God’s people are in that place! “Hope 

deferred.” They had what they thought and trusted was an expectation 

concerning certain matters – maybe in their soul or their circumstances 

– yet, like these weary disciples, they have let down their net many 

times and still there is nothing. The expectation is not realised; the 

hopes have not come to fruition. What are God’s people to do at such a 

time? “Hope deferred.” Many of God’s dear people have known it. 

David knew it during those long years while he was waiting for his 

throne. Joseph knew it during those long years as he waited for the 

answer to the vision God had given him in his early days. It is a 

common experience for God’s dear people to walk in; an experience 

wherein they need the Epistle of James and his exhortation: “But let 

patience have her perfect work, that ye may be perfect and entire, 

wanting nothing.” Friends, an empty net is part of God’s teaching. It is 

not by accident; it is not by chance. You may be able to try and explain 

it away with various climatic conditions on the waters of Galilee, as it 

were, and say that it was because of this reason or that reason. Look 

beyond all second causes! If your net is empty then the Lord has 

ordained that it should be so for a season. “Hope deferred.” 

 

So, the disciples come to the end of this weary night. The natural 

sun dawns, and still the net is empty. As they gazed through the mist of 

the early morning, they espy Someone standing on the shore of the 

lake; to them, at that moment, an unknown Person. It was the very 

same One to whom the two on the road to Emmaus said: “Art Thou 

only a stranger in Jerusalem?” This blessed Stranger! But, how familiar 

a Friend He became to them as He unfolded His purposes and revealed 

His dear Person to them! “Jesus stood on the shore: but the disciples 

knew not that it was Jesus.” 

 

Then we come to our text. Jesus knew the answer to the question 

He had asked. It was not that He was unaware of the empty net and the 



 3 

exertion that they had passed through, or the weariness and tedium of 

it. He was well aware of it. It was no news to the dear Saviour that their 

net was empty. Nonetheless, it is His will that we should express our 

desires, our needs, our case and our concerns before Him. This is what 

the Prayer Meeting is; it is laying before the Lord our concerns, our 

burdens, our needs and our emptiness. Some of you have many 

concerns. Prayers not yet answered; promises not yet fulfilled; matters 

not yet resolved; things not yet brought to conclusion – oh, your 

emptiness! You may be mourning over it this evening hour. Well, here 

the Lord Jesus asked them about it. “Children, have ye any meat? They 

answered Him, No.” 

 

Then comes the most gracious, unexpected and yet essential 

exhortation: “Cast the net on the right side of the ship, and ye shall 

find.” What divine authority does the Lord have over all things! The 

waves of Galilee, the fish of Galilee, the fishermen of Galilee and the 

boats of Galilee are all under His divine control. And, all your 

circumstances, dear friends, all that has conspired to make your net 

empty this night are in the hands of this blessed Person who stood on 

the shores of Galilee. We read at the end of John 3 (that remarkable 

chapter): “The Father loveth the Son, and hath given all things into His 

hand.” Even your empty net is in His hand. 

 

“Cast the net on the right side of the ship.” They did as they were 

bidden. There was no questioning as there was on another occasion 

when He bid them launch out into the deep and let down their nets for a 

draught. At that time Peter had said: “Master, we have toiled all the 

night, and have taken nothing: nevertheless at Thy word I will let down 

the net.” But there was no questioning here; there was no debating. 

Under the authority of the command they cast their net. What a 

difference there was now! Whereas it had seemed that there were no 

fish at all in the Sea of Tiberias that night, now they flood into their net. 

The amount of fish was so great, it needed the disciples to unitedly 

bring the net to shore. “Yet was not the net broken.” That is a blessed 

thought, isn’t it? When the Lord comes to answer our poor prayers, He 

will ensure that there is no breaking, in that respect. He is the Preserver 
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and the Keeper of all events, and He brings blessed conclusions to His 

dear people’s prayers and exercises. “Yet was not the net broken.” 

 

“Cast the net on the right side of the ship.” ‘What is the right side?’ 

you might ask me this evening hour. Well, let me put it this way. First 

of all, it is to be in prayer. Far too often we go elsewhere with our 

troubles at first. It is natural to us to look to this one, and that one. But 

the Lord says: “Cast the net on the right side of the ship.” 

 
                                “Trust in Him, ye tempted saints; 

Tell Him all your sad complaints; 

                                 He a present help will be – 

                                 Give you strength and victory.” 

W. Gadsby 

 

That is the first thing.  

 

 Secondly, to “cast the net on the right side of the ship” is to go 

to God’s Word for your wisdom. Within this holy, sacred revelation, 

given by a Triune God, is the answer to everything that has made your 

net empty tonight. Disappointed hopes, discouragements, unanswered 

prayers – the answer to all of these things is in God’s Word. Go to 

God’s Word for wisdom. Go to God’s Word for divine instruction. Go 

to God’s Word, and there may the blessed Spirit cause you to light 

upon some sweet and sacred promise that may give you a further hope 

about your empty net. But, do go to God’s Word. “Cast the net on the 

right side of the ship.” 

 

Again. Casting your net on the “right side of the ship” is to follow 

Christ’s example. “Christ also suffered for us, leaving us an example, 

that ye should follow His steps.” It is as we follow the command; the 

leading, the guiding and the directing of that great Shepherd of the 

sheep, that God’s people then find, like the dear disciples here, that the 

Lord can fill the net. Song of Solomon chapter 1 has a different 

metaphor altogether. “Tell me, O Thou whom my soul loveth, where 

Thou feedest, where Thou makest Thy flock to rest at noon: for why 
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should I be as one that turneth aside by the flocks of Thy companions?” 

‘Lord, why should my net be empty while others are full? “Go thy way 

forth by the footsteps of the flock,” – where they have been fed –“and 

feed thy kids beside the shepherds’ tents.” “Cast the net on the right 

side of the ship, and ye shall find.” 

 

Very briefly, there were four lessons that the Lord was teaching His 

disciples here. The first was a vivid reminder: “This same Jesus.” You 

read in Luke’s gospel of the former time when they had been on the 

lake and caught nothing all the night, and were sitting on the shore 

mending their nets. At the Lord’s command, they launched out into the 

deep. Then the fishes flowed into that empty net, so much so that the 

net broke. If they had let more than one net down – as the Lord had bid 

them do – the net would not have broken. They were lacking in faith. 

But, we have no stones to throw, have we? We can imagine if we were 

them. Surely one net will do! But no. Jesus said: “nets.” Plural! He 

knew the number of fishes He was going to bring would need more 

than one net if it was not to break. Friends, an implicit obedience to 

God’s commands is what God requires. May He give us that grace to 

implicitly obey His dear Word. So, here was the proof that He is “this 

same Jesus.” He who filled the net on Galilee, now fills it on the Sea of 

Tiberias. The same Jesus. This risen Jesus is just “the same yesterday, 

and to day, and for ever.” 

 

The second lesson I have already reminded you of, but I will 

remind you of it again. “Hope deferred maketh the heart sick:” –

disappointment, discouragement and almost despair! Ready to give up, 

ready to go back, and ready to let no more nets down – “but when the 

desire cometh, it is a tree of life.” 

 

The third lesson before us this evening is this. Oh, what a difference 

the presence of Jesus makes in any situation! An absent God – Oh, how 

barren we are! Even the ordinances seem barren! Even the House of 

God seems barren to us – the preaching, the praying, the praising and 

the reading. Family worship is barren, homes are barren and businesses 

are barren if the Lord withholds His presence. There is no substitute for 
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it – none whatsoever. But, Oh! What a difference His presence makes! 

What a difference it made to the empty net when Jesus stood on the 

shore. Friend, this is what you need for your empty net to be filled 

tonight, whatever case, cause or concern you have. You need the Lord 

Jesus Christ to come, as it were, and stand on the shore where your boat 

has launched out and come with His all-pervading presence and guide 

into your empty net that which you are longing for. Perhaps it is a token 

of His love, a token for good, some sweet word of encouragement, 

some gracious word of direction or some sweet hope that He is yours. 

Bless His holy name; He is ready and willing to do it. 

 

The fourth lesson we have here (such a simple lesson) is His 

compassion. “Have ye any meat?” “No.” Immediately He attends to 

their need. Perhaps you have a need tonight. I know not; the Lord 

knows what it is. You have had to say: ‘Lord, I have not got what Thou 

seest I need.’ Well, He who filled the net for His disciples can do the 

same for you. “His compassions fail not. They are new every morning: 

great is Thy faithfulness.” 

 

“Cast the net on the right side of the ship, and ye shall find. They 

cast therefore, and now they were not able to draw it for the multitude 

of fishes.” Notice, dear friends, the contrast between Peter’s actions in 

Luke’s gospel when a similar miracle was performed, and his actions 

now. In Luke’s gospel, the tremendous realisation of what had been 

done made him feel an unworthy worm of this earth. “Depart from me; 

for I am a sinful man, O Lord.” But here, as soon as Peter realises that 

this is the Lord, he hastens to His feet. ‘Peter, what is the difference?’ I 

will tell you what the difference is – Peter is a pardoned sinner. There 

was nothing between him and the Lord. The Lord had met him on His 

resurrection morn. We are not told of the conversation that took place 

between them, but of this we can be sure: the Lord forgave him. All 

that had gone on in the Judgment Hall; all his boasting, lying and 

cursing – all that had been blotted out. No wonder Peter hastened to His 

feet! There was nothing between him and his Saviour. “Made nigh by 

the blood of Christ.” This is real religion, as we read in Psalm 130: “If 
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Thou, LORD, shouldest mark iniquities, O Lord, who shall stand? But 

there is forgiveness with Thee, that Thou mayest be feared.” 

 

“Cast the net on the right side of the ship, and ye shall find. They 

cast therefore, and now they were not able to draw it for the multitude 

of fishes.” My last thought is this. Perhaps there is one here tonight 

ready to give up casting their net. You have begged for forgiveness for 

many a day. You have begged for the Lord to smile for many a day, or 

there is some matter in your circumstances where you have begged the 

Lord to appear, and there seems no answer. The Word of God is very 

clear this night: “Cast the net on the right side of the ship.” Do as the 

Word of God bids you do, and, as the hymnwriter put it: 

 
                               “He that better knows than we, 

                                 Bids us now to Jesus flee; 

                                 Humbly take Him at His word, 

    And your souls shall bless the Lord. 

J. Hart 

 

May God add His blessing. 

Amen 


