John chapter 18. We’ve been singing just recently the last couple songs about God’s amazing love for us and it’s redemptive value. I’m gonna talk about Peter this morning. 

Peter’s an intriguing and complex character. When we think of Peter, we think immediately of the flaming evangelist of the New Testament. I think of Peter standing in his great moment on the day of Pentecost. 

Without sermon notes and without preparation, he didn’t know he was going to be preaching a sermon that day. So he didn’t come with a couple of white sheets of paper in the inside cover of his Bible and stand up at a pulpit and flip out those white sheets of paper and just get into it. 

He was there and the circumstance required that an answer and a defense be given as to what God was doing. And Peter stood up, and in the power of the Holy Spirit Peter preached an amazing defense of Jesus Christ and of the Gospel and 3,000 people came for salvation that day. Wow! 

Peter, the man whom God used in a strategic and amazing way. God in essence built — laid the foundation for the church on the back of the apostle Peter and the other apostles. 

Peter — great preacher. Peter — great defender of Jesus Christ. Peter — the apostle, who preached significant portions of the Scripture and helped shape the local church in its inception.

Peter, the man who stumbled all over himself in his rush to deny Jesus Christ in the face of testing. How can these two be the same person? Is it possible that the Peter we’re looking at in John chapter 18 is the same Peter we are looking at in Acts chapter 2?

As we consider the two Peters of the New Testament, we have to say, yes they are one and the same to the praise of the glorious grace of God in Jesus Christ. The reason we see Peter in the New Testament scriptures, the reason we see Peter from Pentecost forward being amazingly and wonderfully and strategically used by God in the formation of the church and bringing many, many people to Christ — Jews and gentiles — the reason for that is that the weak and the vacillating and the fluctuating and the man of vicissitudes, emotional and spiritual — this unstable Peter was transformed by the grace of God. 

And I want you to take hope in that, because many of us probably can identify more with John 18 Peter than Acts 2 Peter. We’ve never stood up and preached before thousands a completely, Holy Spirit-inspired, spontaneously erupted sermon and had 3,000 people come walking down the aisle and say, “I want to get saved.” None of us have had that experience.

But all of us have stood by the enemy’s fire and denied Jesus Christ. And if that’s all we’ve got in our memories this morning, then we need to see that, by the grace of God, it can be different. And that’s what I want to share with you this morning.

As we consider Peter, as we look at his denials.... And by the way, the denials of Peter are a very important part of the story. The Bible doesn’t just go right to Acts chapter 2. All four gospels record the denials of Jesus Christ. That’s significant. We’re dealing in John chapter 18. But you need to know that all four gospels — Matthew, Mark, Luke and John — all under the inspiration of the Spirit of God were moved to record this event. 

So God wanted us to see this. God wanted us to see pre-Pentecost, pre-resurrection Peter, pre-Holy Spirit-coming Peter and He wanted us to see post-Pentecost, post-resurrection, post-Holy Spirit-coming Peter. He wanted us to see both.

This morning, we’re looking at John 18 Peter and the reason his denials are so intriguing, so compelling, so arresting is because Peter’s not just the ordinary, normal, erstwhile follower of Jesus Christ. 

If it had been Nicodemus that denied Jesus Christ that night — Nicodemus who came to Jesus secretly under cover of darkness because he didn’t want anybody to know that he was a disciple of Jesus Christ — if it had been Nicodemus, we would have said, “Yeah, well, that kind of fits with the story.” 

If it had been the rich, young ruler who agonized because he really wanted to follow Jesus Christ, but there were so many other things in his life that he was just drawn to that he couldn’t quite make the decision to put Christ first. If he had denied Jesus Christ, we would have said, “Well, yeah, that fits.”

If it had been any number of those disciples, like the ones in John chapter 6 that, you know, they were intrigued as long as Jesus was handing out loaves and fishes and telling neat stories and healing their relatives. But as soon as He said the word repentance, they went away and they didn’t follow Him any more, and if one of those had denied Him, we would have said, “Well, you know ... duh, yes. That kind of all falls in sequence.”

But Peter. Peter is a man of courage. Peter is a man who, if you look at his profile, you say, “This is not denial in the making. This is not the kind of person that you think is going to deny Jesus Christ.” Especially, when you listen to his conversation leading up to this. 

Peter is a man who adamantly affirmed his loyalty to Jesus Christ. He was an intimate disciple of Jesus Christ, on the inner circle. He was one who had repeatedly demonstrated a courageous commitment to follow Jesus Christ.

We read this passage and we’re often kind of in a rush to judgment on Peter. And we kind of brush him aside as weak and carnal and overconfident and all those kinds of things. We don’t find ourselves in Peter as easily as we ought to.

I want to look at Peter from two different angles this morning. I want to look at why, as we examine Peter on the pages of Scripture, that his denial ought to come as just a wee bit surprising to us? There was some courage in this man. There was some conviction in this man. This was a man who loved Jesus intensely.

Let me make a few observations about Peter. 

Peter left his home, he left his family, he left his business, his means of income, his livelihood, and he followed Jesus. John chapter 18, verse 15. Listen to what it says:

“Simon Peter followed Jesus.”

And Simon Peter didn’t just follow Jesus when Jesus came up by the Sea of Galilee, where he and Andrew and others were fishing, and say, “Come follow me.” And they left their nets and followed Him.

And, by the way, that very likely was not the first time that Jesus had met Peter and Andrew and James and John and others. But, when called to be a disciple, one of the Twelve, Peter willingly left his family, he left his home, he left his business, he left his roots, and he took the risk of being a follower of Jesus Christ. That’s something. 

Think about this, though. According to Mark chapter 14 and verse 15, in the garden where Jesus was arrested — that’s the context just immediately preceding verse 15 — one through 14 of John chapter 18 is a narrative of the garden arrest. And in that setting, Mark 14, verse 50 says, “They all forsook Him and fled.”

Now get the picture in your mind. Jesus is arrested by this large group of soldiers, Roman soldiers, Temple guards, rabble from the streets of the city of Jerusalem — all of them just coming with torches and clubs and spears and swords and all of the armor of the Roman establishment. And here is an intimidating force coming marching into their sacred getaway, their prayer garden, so to speak. Their safe zone has suddenly been invaded by the enemy. And it’s an intimidating, scary enemy. And they’re arresting Jesus, they’re seizing Him by force and taking Him away — if that isn’t a ludicrous picture. But they all forsook Him and fled.

And I picture eleven disciples — because Judas is already with the soldiers — but I picture eleven disciples scrambling over the walls of this garden and scurrying through the trees — up the hill of the Mount of Olives, toward the city of Bethany, towards the safe place — just running through the trees, pell mell, not together, but just scattering and fleeing up the hill under the cover of darkness, looking for a place to be safe. Because if you’re gonna stand next to Jesus, you’re gonna get arrested too, probably.

But Peter, halfway up this hill, stops. And as we read the narrative, evidently John did too. Peter and John — somewhere in their pell-mell rush to get away from the scary events of the garden, on their way to Bethany, probably (that would be the direction you’d run, I would think) — they stopped. They said, “What am I doing? Jesus is down there. He’s in trouble. I love Jesus.” And Peter and John stopped. They turned around. It wasn’t difficult for them to follow this rabble of soldiers as they went crashing and careening through the city with their torches lit and their armor making all kinds of racket — it probably wouldn’t have been very difficult for them to catch up to them and follow them right into the courtyard of Annas, where the events of this passage take place. 

Simon Peter followed Jesus and so did “another disciple.” And traditionally, that’s always been identified as John. And he’s the one who, when he writes, he doesn’t refer to himself by name. Some for various reasons suggest that it may be somebody else because, “Why would John be so well-known to the high priest when he’s a fisherman from up in Galilee” and all the rest of it. There’s good explanations for one theory after another. I still kind of think it’s John. It kind of fits with the narrative. And since John’s father, Zebedee, was sort of independently wealthy, had hired servants working his fishing business on the Sea of Galilee. Maybe he even sold fish to Annas and Caiaphas and others of the elite down in Jerusalem. So I don’t know why he was known to Annas. 

But Peter followed Jesus and so did the other disciple after they had forsaken him and fled. Since that disciple was known to the high priest, he entered with Jesus into the court of the high priest, but Peter stopped at the door. Peter stands outside the door. Verse 16: “So the other disciple who was known to the high priest went out and spoke to the servant girl who kept watch at the door and brought Peter in.”

Now, two disciples of the Twelve are in the area, the danger area, where Jesus is being tried by the religious elites. 

The servant girl at the door said to Peter, “You also are not one of this man’s disciples, are you?” And he said, “I am not.” Now the servants and officers had made a charcoal fire because it was cold and they were standing and warming themselves. And Peter also was with them, standing and warming himself. 

Key words: “with them.”

Go down to verse 25: Now Simon Peter was standing and warming himself [with these others — enemies of Christ]. So they said to him, You are not one of his disciples, are you? And he denied it and said, I am not. One of the servants of the high priest, a relative of [Malchus] the man whose ear Peter had cut off, asked, Did I not see you in the garden with him? 

“Of course, I would have recognized you. You happened to be the one that cut off my relative’s ear. How could I miss you?”

Peter ... denied it [again], and at once a rooster crowed. 

And Peter suddenly realized that the prophecy of his beloved Master had come true. Before the rooster crows, you will deny me three times. 

Peter — the man of courage. The man of braggadocio, courage. The man of blustering courage.

But there’s another side to this courage. We’ll get to that.

Peter is not a coward in the general sense of the term. William Barclay, one of the New Testament commentators that I consulted this week, says this:

“The tremendous thing about Peter is that his failure is a failure that could only have happened to a man of superlative courage. He failed in a situation that others did not even dare face. Where were the other ten? He failed, not because he was a coward. He failed because he was a brave man.”

If you read the entire New Testament scriptures and you come to the conclusion, at the end of the day, that Peter was a weak, spineless coward, you’ve missed enormous data in the record. Peter is a courageous man.

Let me ask you this question: Has your love for Jesus Christ ever moved you to give up anything or take any real risks on His behalf?

What risks are you taking right now? What are you denying for the sake of Jesus Christ? What safety issues are you willing to leave behind in order to be a follower of Jesus Christ?

Peter not only was a risk-taking, venturesome, courageous disciple, but Peter loved Jesus intensely. 

What was it that stopped Peter’s panicked flight toward Bethany? Do you suppose in your mind this morning that there was in Peter’s brain, in Peter’s thinking, some kind of a rash scheme to swoop in and rescue Jesus and deliver Him? He knew better than that. 

Do you think he was about to take on the enemies of Christ single-handedly like he tried to do in the garden with his little dagger? He learned his lesson on that one.

No, I think the thing that stopped Peter’s flight as he was running pell-mell up the Mount of Olives in the direction of Bethany and the safe zone — I think the thing that stopped Peter and directed his steps back into Jerusalem to the courtyard of Annas where Jesus was being held and tried — I think the thing that stopped him was his love for Jesus Christ — the pure love of a disciple for his master.

Is it any wonder to you that when Jesus restores Peter in John chapter 21 — as He ministers to Peter after the resurrection, personally and face-to-face with Peter — is it any wonder to you that the subject of discussion is Peter’s love?

After breakfast, John 21, verse 15: “Simon,” Jesus said, “son of John, do you love me more than these?”

Wow! What a penetrating question! I want to save this for later, but listen to Jesus inquiring of Peter (the one who had said, “Though all the others forsake you, I will not forsake you. I will die with you.”):

“Peter, do you love me more than all these?”

And what’s Peter’s response? 

“Lord, you know that I love you.”

And Peter, again the question comes to him and Peter says:

“Lord, you know all things. You know that I love you.”

Okay. We’re gonna save that text for later, but just that much anyway. There was no question in Peter’s mind: “I love Jesus Christ.”

There was no question in Jesus’ mind that Peter loves me. The question here is the intensity and the durability of that love: Is it gonna withstand the kind of trials that we just went through and saw you fail in?

And Jesus is strengthening his brother. He’s strengthening for the next trial that’s gonna come. But there wasn’t any question that Peter was a lover of Jesus Christ.

Do you love Jesus Christ enough to get yourself in trouble for following Him?

You know, the day may come, and it may be coming soon, when we’re gonna have to really count the cost before we speak the name of Jesus Christ or identify ourselves as Christians or people that even believe the Bible. And maybe to a certain extent it’s already come to your workplace or some parts of the circle that you live in and move in. 

There may be people that would think you’re an absolute idiot if you believe the Bible, embrace Jesus Christ as your personal savior and have hope of living in heaven some day with Jesus Christ. That’s so fairy-land-ish. You know? We gave up that kind of thinking when we were wee little tykes. We don’t think in those categories any more. We’re mature.

Not only that, but Peter was a courageous defender of Jesus Christ. You know, we look at Peter pulling his sword out in the garden when Jesus was being arrested and say, “Come on, what an idiot! What a fool’s mission!”

But what were the rest of those disciples doing? Why weren’t they jumping to the defense of Jesus? What was motivating Peter to draw his sword and attack the guy closest to him? Well, it was ignorance. Okay. It wasn’t.... I mean, he was rebuked by Jesus for it. All right! 

But what does it tell you? Peter is willing to risk his life for his Savior at that point. There was more to his words than just pure rhetoric when he said, “I will die with you.”

In John 13, Jesus says, “I’m going away and where I’m going, you can’t come now.”

Peter says, “Why can’t we come Lord? I’ll die with you.”

And we say, “Yeah, right!” When we read John 13, we get to that text and we say, “Yeah, right, Peter! You’ll die with him? We know what you’re gonna do in just a few hours.”

But wait a minute. When Jesus was arrested, Peter, alone, took on a whole army with a dagger. Okay, it was stupid. Yeah. Right. 

But I think there’s a connection there between his ill-founded, braggadocio claims and his gut-level response, the passion of his soul, which was burning hot for Jesus Christ, that caused him to take that dagger out and attack the guy next to him.

I’m not suggesting that Peter did the absolute right thing, that that was an orthodox response. But it does say something about the depth of his love for Jesus Christ at that point.

Is there a passion in your soul that rises to defend the honor of Jesus Christ when it’s under assault?

You dare not say — we dare not say in our politically correct culture anything against Allah or Mohammad, but if you want to take aim at Jesus Christ, you can insult Him all day long, if you please, and nobody will squeak. Even the Christians in the work place. 

Are we one of those? Or would we stand up and say, “Now wait a minute. You’re talking about my Savior. You’re talking about the one who left heaven, who left infinite majesty and took on humanity in order to die for your sins and was buried and rose again the third day. Have you ever heard of anybody else doing that? Why don’t you curse in somebody else’s name? Somebody not quite so worthy? Use my name if you please, but don’t use His.”

Not only that, but Peter believe in Jesus. I’m kind of impressed with Peter. I don’t know if you’re getting this, but I think Peter’s a pretty cool guy. That doesn’t sound very theologically perceived. It’s not the top, but Peter was one guy that I would love to hang out with. Even before Pentecost.

If I was walking through the dark streets of Jerusalem all by myself, I would think, you know, if Peter kind of stepped out of a door and started walking with me, I’d say, “Wow! This is... You know, it’s a good night in Jerusalem. I’m glad to be out here with you, Peter.”

And if anybody jumped out and tried to assault me, I’d step back and say, “Peter! Have at it! You’re the man. You’re called to this. I’m not.”

Peter believed in Jesus Christ. He alone confessed Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God. When Jesus asked the question, Matthew chapter 16, who spoke up, but Peter? 

When Jesus in John chapter 6 said to His disciples, “Are you also gonna go away?” Who spoke up then and said, “To whom shall we go? You’re the one that has the words of eternal life. You’re the Christ.”

Peter believed in Jesus Christ. You know, comparisons are seldom healthy, but indulge me for just a moment here.

Of the Twelve... of the twelve disciples — and I realize John stands very, very high among the Twelve — but, of the Twelve, who would you have given the highest marks as a disciple of Jesus Christ? A loyal, loving, committed, dedicated, wholly sold-out disciple of Jesus Christ, even prior to this moment and through this time and into Pentecost and beyond, who would you mark the highest?

There’s a lot we don’t know about some of these other disciples, and they might have been absolutely pristine in their dedication and all those kinds of things, but I’ll tell you, what we do know, Peter scores very well in my analysis.

Yet think about it. The strongest, most loyal, most courageous disciple falls hard and fast, provoked by the question of a little girl keeping the door of a courtyard. A young girl, who’s assigned to monitor traffic at the door of the high priest’s courtyard.

Verse 17: The servant girl at the door said to Peter, You’re not one of this man’s disciples, are you?

Now, we don’t have inflections in the Bible. We don’t have the benefit of knowing if there was a bit of a sneer in her conversation or if it was just pure question or if it was an accusation. We don’t know any of that. You’ve got to use your imagination. That’s where your interpretation becomes a little different than my interpretation. I frankly.... It’s a multiple choice question here, and I’m not sure how to go with it. 

But Peter seems to be intimidated by the question, maybe apart from the way it was framed, maybe because of the way it was framed. It doesn’t matter. It was a servant girl at the door that said, “Peter, you’re not one of this guys disciples, are you?”

And he said, “Absolutely not! No way!”

And this courage, this massive veneer of courage just crumbles. It turns to dust in an instant. 

So, if we examine Peter’s discipleship, he emerges as a courageous follower of Jesus Christ and that in his courage, he would even be regarded as a model disciple of Jesus Christ. And yet, under the slightest provocation, under the slightest pressure, his courage buckles and shatters. Why is that?

Look at the other side of Peter’s courage. There’s all those things that I’ve already said about Peter’s courage that make him a real man and a model disciple and maybe one who scores high in the discipleship category. But if you go around behind and look at his discipleship or his courage from the other perspective, what do we see?

There are three things at least that compromise the integrity of Peter’s otherwise courageous discipleship and this is the point of my message this morning. It’s not just in identifying the points of weakness. If we just identify the points of weakness and walk away, that’s a downer. Okay? That’s very depressing.

But if we identify the points of weakness, hold those points of weakness up in front of our faces and say, “Is any of that present in Craig Muri?” And then realize that the solution, the cure for all of those points of weakness is exactly the same in every category. It’s the grace of God, the forgiving, restoring, transforming grace of God that turned Peter from these things that we see here to what we see in Pentecost and beyond.

So let’s look for ourselves. We’ve already tried to see ourselves on the hard surface of Peter’s courage. We’re now behind, coming from the other direction at the other side of Peter’s courage and we’re looking at it from another perspective.

Three things I see here.

One: There are dangerous levels of self confidence in Peter’s courage. 

He had said, “I will lay down my life for you” (John 13:37). He said, “Though they all fall away because of you, I will never fall away” (Matthew 26:33). He had said, “I will never deny you” (Matthew 26:35).

Like concrete with way too much sand in the mix, it buckled when there was some pressure put to it. You could make... you could pour concrete into a form and make a very nice pier for a bridge. But if you put too much sand in the mix and not enough concrete, you know what’s gonna happen when the first truck drives over the bridge? Or, maybe you can relate to this, if you make the gusset plates too thin... if the steel in the gusset plates is only a half inch thick instead of an inch thick, then what’s gonna happen over time when truck after truck after truck for a couple of decades drives over that bridge and the gusset plates begin to bend ever so slightly over that continual wear and finally they just snap in half and the whole bridge goes down and people die?

Too much sand in the concrete. Gusset plates too thin. Not enough steel in the gusset plates. Too much water in the coffee? Maybe that’s the one you identify with.

But whatever it is, if you dilute strength, even though it has the appearance of strength, it doesn’t hold up at the end of the day. It doesn’t serve. It doesn’t perform. And that’s where Peter failed because there was too much — there were dangerous levels of self confidence in his courage.

Peter had the prototypical personality of a disciple. I mean, if you’re gonna choose a disciple.... 

I had, years ago, when I was — in a previous lifetime as a junior high youth pastor, along with Barbara Davis, serving in the junior high youth ministry at Fourth Baptist Church. She’s up there [in the balcony]. We had a guy that was a leader with us. Remember Terry Plack[?]. Terry was a member of our church for a while. But Terry was this big, strapping bruiser of a guy. He had confidence just flowing out of him. He could talk. He could sell. He was scared of nobody. And he was.... He had hands like ham hocks and his whole body was just big and strong. 

And you know, I used to think, “You know, if I was gonna go door-to-door calling, it would be fund to be a Terry Plack instead of a Craig Muri.” You know, I could just [grunt], “You want to get saved? Why not?” You know? And I could save people left and right if I was this kind of guy. But because I’m this kind of guy, you know, it just doesn’t work as well. (Oh, be quiet.)

There’s the prototypical personality or character profile of a disciple, but you know what? Peter had all of those qualities. He was bombastic. He was tenaciously loyal. He had teddy-bear-ish love about him. But all of those things proved inadequate when he was put to the test. 

There is nothing genetic, there is nothing in our DNA that is gonna make us be quality disciples of Jesus Christ. As we are born, we’re discipleship failures. Just given our personality profiles, we’re discipleship failures. Whatever courage we have, just by virtue of who we are, what our intellect is, what our character is, what our personalities are, what our physical structure may look like, whatever courage we bring with us to this thing called Christianity, if we depend on that, we’re toast.

Peter found that out rather quickly. When Peter speaks of enduring faith to his readers in 1 Peter chapter 1, he uses terms that indicate he got the lesson eventually. He uses terms like guarded through faith by the power of God. With the effect that the tested genuineness of your faith may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. It’s all to His glory. It’s all about Him. And we’re guarded, we’re strengthened, we’re kept through these trials, through these testing moments by God, not by our own ability.

“I’ll never deny you if everybody else is. I’ll die with you. I’ll follow you to the end of the road. I’ll walk through the sea with you.”

And the little servant girl says, “Hey! Aren’t you one of His disciples?”

“No way!”

[Crash] The big man fell.

Have you honestly owned the inherent weakness of your unaided character? Have you come face to face with the inadequacy of your genetics? Of your DNA? Of who you are by birth as a human being? Have you come face to face with it and said, “Okay, what I am is just simply not enough. I need God’s help”?

One thing Peter was missing — one of the weaknesses of his character — was that there were dangerous levels of self confidence. Added to that, a casual attitude toward prayer.

And these two often go together. The dangerous levels of self confidence frequently undermine the value of prayer in our own thinking because, I’m this big strapping guy with hamhocks on the end of my arms and I can talk in a booming, confident voice and I can bowl over the opposition and I can sell anything, I don’t need you God. 

I’m not saying that’s what Terry Plack was. Okay? So just dismiss... separate that whole personality from what I’m saying now.

But if we function in that kind of mindset, how committed are we going to be to bending the knee in prayer? Do you find it amazing, intriguing that on the night of Jesus’ arrest, the Son of God, the creator of all things, the sovereign Lord of the universe is on His face, desperately crying out to God in prayer. And a couple, relatively ignorant, personality-deficient, weak-kneed, ex-fisherman from Galilee are sleeping at the same time instead of praying. I mean, if anybody did not need to pray, wouldn’t it be Jesus?

“Let there be light.” Boom! There’s light.

Yet, by the word of His voice, this Man in the garden created everything in existence. He’s the Lord of the universe. 

He proved it on the Sea of Galilee one day. There’s this raging storm. And the disciples wake him up and He says, “Be still sea.”

[Tschew!] Mirror.

I mean, what was the point of that? Well, just to help them understand that He’s sovereign over the universe.

Yet this One is praying. And the disciples are sleeping. Something wrong with that picture? What’s wrong with that picture is what’s wrong with our picture every single day we do not find ourselves utterly passionate and dependent as we pour out our hearts to God begging His involvement in our lives to supply what is absolutely missing in us as we face the challenges of another day of serving Him.

And what if we don’t bother to open our mouths in defense of Christ? Because we know we’ll fail. You know why we don’t share the Gospel as often as we ought to? And I’m speaking to myself here. I’ve failed this week a couple times. I hate it. Because we lack courage.

And the reason we lack courage is we step out of our homes in the morning, dressed and presenting our self to the world in the full panoply of our own abilities. And we’ve failed to seek divine help.

And that was Peter. Jesus told him, and the rest in the garden, watch and pray, Peter. The Spirit is willing. The word means eager. But the flesh is weak — Literally, powerless.

But Peter didn’t believe that. “Powerless, Lord? Come on, you know me better than that. My spirit is eager. I’ll be the first to raise my hand. I’ll be the first to raise my voice. I’ll be the first to draw my sword. That’s eagerness. And the flesh, Lord, is powerful. I can handle it.”

And so he failed to believe what Jesus said about him. And when the test came, the concrete turned to sand and there was nothing to hold him up in that moment of testing.

Is prayer a regular part of your strategy for spiritual survival and growth? Is PRAYER a REGULAR PART of your STRATEGY? 

I’m not saying “tradition” or “ritual” or “habit pattern.” We do certain things out of habit. Do you have to go to a list on the refrigerator door at night before you go to bed and say, “Oh! Brush teeth. Yep.” and go and brush your teeth? Go back. You know? Go through a tick list. 

There are some things we just do out of sheer habit. And sometimes in the morning, without going to a tick list on the refrigerator, we just pray. We just read our Bibles and pray because that’s what we do. It’s part of our habit of life.

I’m not talking about habits of life here. I’m talking about strategic plans. Is regular prayer part of your strategy for spiritual success in the ministry that God has called you to as you live your life in the home and outside of the home?

There’s plenty of our brothers and sisters who are caving in all around us. One could ask any one of them, as they drop over the edge spiritually — you could go up and you could interview any one of them and say, “When did you leave off praying?” Not “Did you?” but “When did you?”

Because of course they have. They left off praying as a regular strategy for their spiritual success and growth. They might have continued praying. They might have prayed the morning they fell. But it wasn’t as a regular, strategic plan in their desire to grow spiritually and be the man or woman that God wants them to be.

Thirdly, there was too much distance between Jesus [Peter?] and Christ. Peter followed Jesus, verse 15 tells us. But Luke 22, verse 54 tells us how he followed Jesus. The army came and seized Jesus and Peter, Luke says, followed Him, how? Yeah, you got it — “afar off” — from a distance. 

You know what that means? That means, here was a disciple who was committed to following Jesus Christ in the flesh. He was armed with the flesh. He was Peter, the bombastic, courageous disciple, who was ready to stick up in a moment’s notice and identify himself as one of Jesus’ guys.

But when the test came. When the opposition outnumbered them. When it looked like it could endanger his life and health and safety, he followed, but he put a distance between him. You know what that distance represents? Safety.

“I will follow Jesus Christ to the extent and as close as I can in a safe sense.” Forget risks. Forget dying. Forget insults and injury. Let there be distance. 

Peter’s separation ended up putting him very close to the enemies of Jesus Christ. Instead of separating himself from the enemies of Christ and being close to Jesus, he was separating himself from Jesus and being close to the enemies. 

That, we read also in verse 18: They were standing and warming themselves and Peter was also with them, standing and warming himself.

There is a sense, I think, in which it is true that you are what you cling to. Separation from the world is one of the most criticized teachings in the Bible. But strangely enough, very little is said about a believer’s separation from Jesus.

You can live as separated from Jesus as you possibly can be. You can put as much distance between you and Christ as you possibly can and you can still be regarded as a good Christian. But if you separate from the world, that’s kind of kinky, that’s stupid, that’s dumb. Come on! Be mature. We can handle it.

Who are you getting your values from? Who are you taking your counsel from? Who are you getting your support and energy from? Who are you depending on for friendship? Where are you getting your praise and acceptance? Is it the culture of the world or the culture of Christ?

I gotta make an adjustment here because I’m sounding like I’m preaching mad. But I’m not mad. I’m burdened about this because I see it in myself and I see it around me. I don’t see a church that has this courage that is the proper mix of concrete and sand and water, but there’s way too much sand in it. I’m talking to myself.

We’re way too much like Peter and not enough like Mary, who was right there at the foot of the cross. “I don’t care what you do to me. This is my place. I’ll be there.”

Remember Jesus’ prayer in John chapter 17? When He expressed His desire for His followers, the church? He said, “I’m praying for them. Holy Father, keep them in your name, that they may be one, even as we are one. That they may have my joy fulfilled in themselves. Keep them from the evil one.” He prayed, “They’re not of the world. Sanctify them in the truth. I’ve sent them into the world.”

He prayed all those things.

So what does closeness to Jesus Christ look like? If we know what distance looks like, but what does closeness look like?

It’s Christ’s character in us. “Keep them in my name, your name.” That’s holiness. 

It’s one with Jesus Christ and each other, which Jesus prayed for. That’s unity.

It’s the joy of Christ within us. We don’t need a new word for that. It’s joy.

“Keep them from the evil one.” That’s separation from sin.

Sanctified in truth. “Sanctify them through your truth.” That’s spiritual growth.

Sent into the world. That’s evangelism.

That’s what it looks like to be close to Jesus Christ.

Questions (time’s up): 

Was Peter bold and courageous? Yes. 

Did Peter love Jesus? Is there any question in your mind about whether Peter loved Jesus? I don’t think there ought to be. Peter loved Jesus. 

Was he a committed follower of Jesus Christ? You know, I think, “Yes.” Probably more than most. 

But, again, there was just simply too much sand in the concrete. There was too much Peter. There was too much normal, natural DNA. What should have been strong was seriously diluted. But the weakness could only be seen once the pressure was applied. The gusset plates were too thin, so the bridge collapsed. 

But here’s what I want to leave you with. In the Gospel, Peter’s failure’s not the end of the story. Aren’t you glad the New Testament doesn’t end with chapter 18? Jesus....

I mean, we gotta hurry up and get to John 21. This is so precious. It’s the other side of this story. This is revealed for us so that when we get to John chapter 21 and see Jesus talking to Peter face to face, we say, “Whoa! This is rich!”

As serious as Peter’s disowning of Jesus was — it was a pathetic failure of superficial courage, bombastic professions of loyalty — all of that. As serious as all that was, as big, as massive as Peter’s failure was, the grace of God is more massive. Where sin abounds, where stubbornness hangs out all over the place, grace super-abounds.

And that means there’s hope for all of us. Jesus had said — John chapter 15 — you gotta keep on going back to what Jesus is saying because the disciples aren’t getting it. They’re going to get it. It’s all gonna come clear eventually. But as Jesus is saying in John chapter 15, “I am the vine. You’re the branches. My Father’s the husbandman. Abide in me. Without me, you can do nothing.”

Do you think Peter caught that? Do you think he perked right up and said, “Wow! That’s a truth I gotta get my mind around.” If he had, chapter 18 wouldn’t have happened. He didn’t. He would. You and I must.

“Without me, you can do nothing.”

That’s a put-down. That’s undermining my self esteem. I mean, where’s self affirmation in all that? How do you expect me to be well-adjusted?

Jesus wasn’t concerned about the psychological effects of telling the truth. He just told the truth. The truth is this: “Without me you can do zippo!” Zilch! Nothing! Not a single thing worth spitting at. Nothing that’s gonna last for eternity. Nothing that has grace written over it. Can’t do a thing. Can’t even stand up to a servant girl at the door — gate of the courtyard of Annas, the high priest. Much less preach a spontaneous evangelistic message on the day of Pentecost and see the church burst before your very eyes.

“Abide in me” were the words of Jesus to all of us, who, like Peter, are very self-affirmed and ready to crumble under pressure.

The challenge for us is in seeing, yes, the weaknesses in Peter’s faith and his courage and saying, “By the grace of God, I see it in me too. Now, God, forgive me for this self confidence. Forgive me for this prayerlessness. Forgive me for this distance that I’ve placed between me and you. And, God, strengthen me. May I, as Paul said, ‘I can do all things through Christ, who infuses His strength by grace into me.’”

And may we be there as we attempt to live and serve Him.

Father, thank you for Peter. Thank you that when you wrote the Bible for us, you didn’t airbrush Peter and make him look like something we can’t even identify with because it’s all perfect. Thank you for pointing out the wrinkles and the flaws and the failures and the inadequacies and then pointing out what grace did as you brought it into his life and how you transformed him, how you strengthened him, how you used him, how you brought glory to your name through his life. Oh, Father, help us to appreciate the beauty and the wisdom and the wealth of salvation and then the strength for the journey that we get as we find ourselves daily and really moment by moment on our faces before you, asking for help to resist temptation that comes in every direction. Oh, God, I pray that if there is anyone here today who has never trusted Jesus Christ as personal savior, you’d help them to realize that you are their only hope for eternity. And, Father, if there are those who have tried to live the Christian life, fueled by their own DNA, oh, God, help them to realize what a fool’s mission that is. And, Lord, help us to own our dependence on you this morning because we’ve seen how important it is by looking at the life of Peter. In Jesus’ name we pray all of these things. Amen.

==========

1. There are dangerous levels of self confidence in Peter’s courage. 

2. Peter had a casual attitude toward prayer.

3. There was too much distance between Peter and Christ.

Has your love for Jesus Christ ever moved you to give up anything or take any real risks on His behalf?

What risks are you taking right now? What are you denying for the sake of Jesus Christ? What safety issues are you willing to leave behind in order to be a follower of Jesus Christ?

Do you love Jesus Christ enough to get yourself in trouble for following Him?

You know, the day may come, and it may be coming soon, when we’re gonna have to really count the cost before we speak the name of Jesus Christ or identify ourselves as Christians or people that even believe the Bible. And maybe to a certain extent it’s already come to your workplace or some parts of the circle that you live in and move in. 

[The] cure for all of those points of weakness is exactly the same in every category. It’s the grace of God, the forgiving, restoring, transforming grace of God that turned Peter from these things that we see here to what we see in Pentecost and beyond.

There is nothing genetic, there is nothing in our DNA that is gonna make us be quality disciples of Jesus Christ. As we are born, we’re discipleship failures.

Is there a passion in your soul that rises to defend the honor of Jesus Christ when it’s under assault?

Is prayer a regular part of your strategy for spiritual survival and growth? Is PRAYER a REGULAR PART of your STRATEGY? 

We’re guarded, we’re strengthened, we’re kept through these trials, through these testing moments by God, not by our own ability.

