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  We all face defining moments in our lives.  By defining moments I do not mean the way that pop psychology today looks at and analyzes these moments, but in a spiritual sense.  The decisions we make in those moments help shape and mold not only us but often those around us as well.  Culture bears the marks, both positive and negative, of these defining moments.  Martin Luther faced many of these moments but the one that he is most remembered, “To go against conscience is neither right nor safe.  I cannot, and I will not recant.  Here I stand.  I can do no other.  God help me.”  


In such defining moments, our decisions and actions are influenced and determined by the nature of our heart.  Regardless of the situation, whether the influence is a person or a circumstance, the heart is exposed.  Our minds, our affections, our consciences, and our wills are all involved in making that decision, which is often spur-of-the moment.  But while the decision might be in an instant, the heart has been prepared all along the way.


We have examined the lives of two people in this the last hours of Jesus’ life who faced defining moments.  Mary’s decision to anoint Jesus for His burial with the costly vial of perfume proved that her heart was saturated with the very heart of the gospel, so much so that Jesus said of her, “She has done a good deed to Me… She has done what she could do.  Truly I say to you, wherever the gospel is preached in the whole world, what this woman has done will also be spoken of in memory of her” (14:6-9).  We then looked at the tragic betrayal of Judas, representing one who was at the other end of the spiritual spectrum from Mary, one whose heart had never been changed by the gospel.  Of his decision Jesus said, “It would have been good for that man if he had not been born” (14:21).  The good deed of Mary received the favor of Christ; the wicked deed of Judas received the wrath of Christ.


This morning we look at another of those defining moments in the life of Peter.  Peter represents one who we might say lies somewhere in between Mary and Judas on the faith scale.  Mary exhibited great faith, Judas no faith; Mary is commended, Judas is condemned.  But what about Peter?  Could we not say that his sin was as tragic as Judas’ sin?  Did he not, like Judas, disown Jesus for his own personal gain?   What we see in our text is that God will do whatever it takes to bring us closer to Him.  Here we have both the lowest point and the highest point in Peter’s life.  He experiences both the awfulness of his sin and the wonder of God’s grace in a matter of moments.   And Peter’s life would never be the same.

I.   Captivated by Self: The Effect of Sin (14:27-31) 


Most of us have a sort of love/hate relationship with Peter.  On the one hand, we love Peter because he is so much like us.  But at the same time it is his likeness to us that makes us so want to hate him.  In many ways, Peter is a mirror to our souls.  He is a real-life representation of all that Scripture says concerning the life of the believer in its war between the flesh and the Spirit.  There is no middle ground.  You are either living according to the flesh or according to the Spirit.


Peter had a problem.  Peter had a sin problem.  Peter’s greatest enemy was not Judas or the chief priests or the scribes or the Pharisees.  Peter’s greatest enemy was his flesh.  Specifically, Peter thought more highly of himself than he ought and he demonstrated that to the nth degree on this occasion.


1.  A gracious promise (vv. 27-28)


Jesus and the Apostles had just finished their last meal together in the Upper Room.  What a contrast we see between verses 26 and 27.  After the Supper, they went out singing a hymn, praising God.  Then, upon arriving at the Mount of Olives, the place of Jesus’ most pointed teachings, Jesus suddenly announces, “You will fall away.”  He gives them a warning in the form of a gracious promise.  This warning and promise contains four parts.  


First, Jesus said that all of them would “fall away” or stumble in their faith.  This undoubtedly stunned the Apostles.  They had just witnessed Judas’ betrayal, his falling away.  In that instance they all firmly stated, “Surely not I?” (v. 19).  This statement alone shows these men still had much to learn about themselves.  They did not understand their propensity to sin.  They thought more highly of themselves than they ought.  They did not yet recognize that apart from God’s restraining grace they were as capable of betrayal as Judas.  That was the purpose of this entire scene.


Second, Jesus quoted Scripture to reinforce His teaching.  Through the prophet Zechariah, God had ordained two things concerning this falling away.  First, “I will strike down the shepherd.”  This served as the second part of Jesus’ gracious promise and was a reminder from Scripture that He would be smitten by His Father.  God said, “I will strike down the shepherd.”  God’s purpose in this is given in Isaiah 53:

Isaiah 53:4-6 – 4 Surely our griefs He Himself bore, and our sorrows He carried; yet we ourselves esteemed Him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted.  5 But He was pierced through for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; the chastening for our well-being fell upon Him, and by His scourging we are healed.  6 All of us like sheep have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; but the Lord has caused the iniquity of us all to fall on Him.

Isaiah 53:10 – But the Lord was pleased To crush Him, putting Him to grief.


The second part of the prophecy in Zechariah, and the third part of Jesus’ gracious promise, was “the sheep will be scattered.”  This is the consequence of Jesus being taken and put to death.  The disciples would scatter.  Have you ever noticed that from the moment of Jesus’ arrest until the scenes at the tomb, the disciples, those that Jesus here promises will be scattered, were nowhere to be found?  The Shepherd was gone, and so were they!  


The fourth part of Jesus gracious promise is found in v. 28 in the promise of His resurrection.  Jesus said, “I am going to die, and you will be scattered, just as it is written.  But I will rise again and go ahead of you to Galilee and I will meet you there.”  Here we see the promise of resurrection and reunion, even in the midst of the scattering.  He is promising them that death would not have the final word.  The same Jesus that now stood before them is the same Jesus who died and the same Jesus who was resurrected.  Underlying all of this is the gracious promise that the same Christ who defeated death at Calvary is the same Jesus who defeated sin.  Death and sin have no power in Christ.  

2.  A sinful response (v. 29)


Self-confidence is the greatest of all sins because it takes one’s eyes off of Christ and puts it on the flesh.  Peter responded according to the flesh.  Perhaps he assumed that he had heard Jesus correctly and even agreed with him.  “Yes, Jesus, I believe that other of the sheep will fall away as it is written.  But that was not written about this sheep.  They will fall away, “yet I will not.”  


Peter’s response reveals his sinful heart.  His sin began by presuming he knew the Word of God and that he knew his own heart.  He failed to remember the words of Jeremiah 17:9, “The heart is deceitful and desperately wicked.  Who can know it?”  This presumption is the seedbed for the flesh.  Presumption breeds self-confidence and leads to all sorts of sin.  When we try and live according to our strength, we will fail.  The flesh is our greatest enemy.


Peter of all men should have known better.  He had been with Christ since the beginning.  He knew that what Jesus said always came true.  And his ears should have been even more attuned to the little phrase, “Because it is written.”  Jesus saying it should have been enough.  But when backed by the veracity of Scripture, there really should have been no presumption on Peter’s part.  Over and again Jesus had demonstrated this, remarkably just prior in the Upper Room with Judas.  Just as Judas acted as it had been written in the Scriptures, so would these men.  They would all fall away because it had been determined by God Himself!


Yet Peter says, “Not me.”  So Jesus moved from the general, “You all,” to the particular.  “Truly I say to you, that this very night, before a rooster crows twice, you yourself will deny Me three times.”  “Truly” should have been a further cue to Peter that he was not hearing what Jesus was really saying.  “Truly I say to you” was now in the singular, personalized for Peter himself.  “Before a rooster crows twice, you yourself will deny Me three times.”  Again, we might expect that Peter would be devastated.  But his self-confidence shined through once more.  He was insistent, “Even if I have to die with You, I will not deny You!”  Here we see the height of Peter’s arrogance.  He called Jesus a liar!  And the others agreed with Peter!  


In this we see the purpose of this gracious promise and warning from Jesus.  He knew them better than they knew themselves.  It was not as their friend that He announced this to them.  It was as the incarnate God who knew the thoughts and intents of their hearts.  They were so captivated with self that they would not hear the plain truth.  It should then come as no surprise that Peter would deny Christ to a slave girl if he would deny Christ to His face.


We can learn much from Peter.  John Calvin wrote, “Peter’s fall... is a bright mirror of our weakness.”
  The beginning of the end for Peter was his confidence in the flesh.  Dear friend, we will never obey God and His Word if we depend on our own hearts.  The flesh will fail us every time because it is our greatest enemy.


Thankfully, that is not the end of the story!  Jesus would not let Peter go.
II.  Captivated by Love: The Gaze of Christ (14:66-72)


We read that everything went just as Jesus had said it would.  But even in the midst of denial, Jesus’ purpose was being served.  


1.  The weakness of the flesh (v. 66a)


I am indebted to Phil Newton for pointing out Peter’s greatest obstacle in this scenario, the weakness of the flesh.  In spite of being a strong man and a principled person, Peter was weak. J.C. Ryle expressed it, “The best of saints are only human, and have many weaknesses.”
  Peter is a real life example that the best men are at best still men.  All men struggle with the residue of sin, their sin nature, what Paul referred to as “the law of sin” or “the body of sin,” the flesh.  Peter’s fall serves as a stark reminder that the flesh is opposed to anything spiritual.  The flesh is an enemy of the Holy Spirit, seeking to have its appetite satisfied by sin and it will not settle for anything good and holy.  


Some might think him courageous to even be in the courtyard of the high priest. And in a sense, he was.  But in hindsight, especially with the warning of Christ ringing in his ears, Peter’s glaring error was to put himself into the situation where he could deny Christ. “As Peter was below in the courtyard.”  John tells us that he was admitted to the high priest’s palace because John, who was “known to the high priest,” vouched for him at the door (John 18:16).  Just as David’s great fall began in being where he should not be, so it was with Peter, and so it is in many instances when we put ourselves in a position for the flesh to eat.


Yet, Peter’s problem started long before he stepped through the door into the courtyard. Ryle commented, “Startling as it appears, his heart had been preparing it.  It was the fruit of seeds which he himself had sown... Great illnesses seldom attack the body without warning symptoms coming first; great falls seldom happen to a saint without a previous course in secret backsliding... People fall in private long before they fall in public.”
  Peter failed to recognize his own weakness in the flesh.  Thinking himself strong and able to handle any situation, he overestimated his ability to resist temptation and underestimated his own propensity for sin.  He valued his toughness and strength as enough to get him through any situation.  And as Newton accurately suggests, “Peter has lots of friends at this point!  We may have had some great successes in the Christian life, and may even have stood firmly against temptation, but we must never trust the arm of the flesh.  It will always fail us!  Failing to heed the warning of Christ, Peter stepped right into the path of a spiritual fall”
Peter thought of himself as courageous and loyal while walking right into temptation.  He did have some great qualities, admirable ones.  But great qualities are not enough against the adversary’s assault and the weakness of our own flesh.  Even while doing something apparently noble, Peter relied upon his strength.  His confidence was in the flesh.  He failed to look to the Lord, thinking instead that it was his turn to be strong for the Lord.  John Owen reminds us, “Generally men’s hearts deceive them no oftener than they do trust in them, and then they never fail so to do.”
  We never outgrow the need for absolute dependence upon the Lord!  He is to be relied upon, trusted in, looked to, and depended upon in every setting and phase of life.  We do not do this in a vacuum.  Christ had told Peter, “Keep watching and praying that you may not enter into temptation; the spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak” (26:41).  

2.  The hardening of sin (vv. 66b-72a)


We read in the text that Peter was given three opportunities to confess Christ and denied him each time just as Jesus had promised.  The tone of the denials grows, gaining intensity with each denial, exposing Peter’s sinfulness on this occasion.  First, he denied that he was even with Christ to the girl as she approached him privately as he was more concerned about his own interests than those of Christ, “warming himself.”  He brushes her indictment aside by claiming he did not even know what she was talking about, nor did he understand.  Was there really anything difficult for him to understand?  Then he denied Jesus publicly as the girl cried out to the crowd, “This is one of them!”  Then the crowd chimes in, and notice how vehement Peter became in blatantly denying that he ever knew Jesus, while cursing and swearing.  This does not suggest that Peter was throwing a temper-tantrum and cussing but that he actually called down a curse upon himself if he were telling a lie.  His heart was spiraling out of control.  His sin had reached the depth of depravity.  “Immediately a rooster crowed a second time.”  Three tests, three denials.  And Peter had been warned.


Why the testing?  Why did God ordain before the foundation of the world that these men would fall way?  Why does God allow anyone who knows Him to fall?  It is to shape us and mold us into holiness.  Even our sin is used by a loving Father to drive us to Him through Jesus Christ.  Peter needed to be humbled.  Peter needed to understand how weak the flesh is, how easy the least pressure from temptation can cause a great fall.  He needed to learn that as long as he trusted in himself and his own strength to overcome, these moral failures would continue.  That is why Peter was tested on this occasion.  And he failed miserably.  He would rather disown Christ than deny himself.


Do you remember Christ’s words all the way back in chapter 8, “Those who come after Me must deny themselves, take up their cross, and follow Me.”  Peter was present on that occasion and here he saw the truth about himself.  Not once, not twice, but three times in rapid succession Peter failed to deny himself.  

3.  The terror of Christ’s majesty (v. 72b)


“And Peter remembered how Jesus had made the remark to him, ‘Before a rooster crows twice, you will deny Me three times.’  And he began to weep.”  “The Lord turned and looked at Peter.  And Peter remembered the word of the Lord… And he went out and wept bitterly” (Luke 22:61-62).

The psalmist exhorted, “Worship the Lord in the beauty (or splendor) of holiness” (Psa. 29:2).  A. W. Pink commented, “Holiness is the antithesis of sin, and the beauty of holiness is in direct contrast from the ugliness of sin.  Sin is a deformity, a monstrosity.  Sin is repulsive, repellent to the infinitely pure God.”


Seeing God in all of His holiness has a dreadful effect upon man.  Seeing God can make you wish you were dead.  That is how Peter felt the moment he felt Jesus’ piercing gaze across the courtyard.  He felt as Isaiah felt when he caught a glimpse of God’s glory in the Temple in a vision, crying out, “Woe is me, for I am ruined” (Is. 6:5).  Peter felt as Job felt when Job was filled with pride.  God loved him and blasted him with His glory until Job was undone, saying, “I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear; but now my eye sees You; Therefore I retract, and I repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:5-6).  Peter felt like Habakkuk who, seeing a vision of God’s power, felt the sinfulness of his sin, “I heard and my inward parts trembled, at the sound my lips quivered.  Decay enters my bones, and in my place I tremble” (Hab. 3:16).


Kris Lundgaard captures this terror, this dreadfulness that comes when the piercing gaze of Christ’s holiness reveals our wickedness, as well as its effect:

God’s terrible majesty is radiation. It X-rays a soul and shows that it is gorged with sin. The soul sees what God is like in his glory, sees what it is in its sickness, and buries its face in the dirt.  Then healing starts. God’s radiating majesty kills the rotted marrow of sin and replaces it with humility. A heart humbled by God’s majesty can begin its recovery and grow strong. Sin can’t thrive in a humble heart.


That is what Peter experienced on that day.  Jesus tore him down in order to build him up stronger than ever.  We know that the piercing gaze of Jesus’ holiness and majesty had its effect on Peter’s life.  Peter would never be the same.  The same Peter who here denied Christ three times in rapid succession, consumed with self-confidence and pride, is the same Peter who preached those powerful sermons in Acts in the church’s infancy.  It is the same Peter who wrote two of the letters to the church we have in our Scripture.  The difference was that that Peter now had a change of confidence.  His confidence was in Christ alone, not in self.  Pride was shattered and Peter was humbled.  He had experienced Christ’s wonderful grace.  He felt Christ’s awful majesty.  Isaac Watts once penned the words, “How sweet and awful is the place with Christ within the doors.”  That captures Peter’s heart as he wept that day.  He was in both a sweet and an awful place, experiencing the sweetness of Christ’s grace while recognizing the awfulness of his sin.  He understood that sin can’t thrive in a humble heart.

Conclusion


What was the difference between Judas and Peter?  They are placed alongside one another in Scripture and they both failed.  But while one was lost, the other was saved.  Where did the difference lie?  The difference was God’s grace.  It really is that simple.  The grace of God led Peter to true repentance.  He remembered the Lord’s word, and receiving that piercing gaze, went out and wept real tears of repentance.  By contrast, Judas did not repent.  He had a great sorrow for his betrayal, to the point that he went out and hanged himself in an effort to escape on his own.  While he might have escaped the wrath of this world, he did not escape the wrath of God.  


The difference between Peter and Judas is summed up by Sinclair Ferguson, “Both men knew despair; but Judas despaired of God and grace; Peter despaired of self, and found hope in Christ and his word.”
  Peter received God’s grace; Judas did not.  Peter repented; Judas did not.  Therein lies the difference.


How is your faith today?  If you are a child of God, learn from Peter.  God will do whatever He needs to shape us and mold us into the image of Christ.  Are you denying self, taking up your cross, and following Him?  Or are you denying Him, if not in word, by your silence?  


We opened with the statement that we face defining moments in our lives.  Our sanctification includes an understanding that all of our actions, all of our thoughts, all of our words, all of our responses are defining—exposing what is truly in the heart.  What is shaping you this morning?
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