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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 This morning we come to the story of Peter's threefold denial of Jesus.  

Along with everything else this passage teaches us, it points to the utter 

trustworthiness of the Bible.  If this were simply a human work, Peter, one of 

the chief apostles, would have been depicted as a religious hero.  He would 

have been written of as a Christian version of George Washington, a man 

who couldn't tell a lie.  But here, as in page after page of the New Testament, 

we find that Peter is not a perfect saint but a real person.  He was a man of 

passion, confusion, insight, dullness, bravery, cowardice--a man who 

reached great heights and who fell to great depths.  Peter is the one who 

confessed Christ when Jesus asked, "Who do men say that I am?"  "Thou art 

the Christ, the Son of the living God," were Peter's words.  Jesus called him 

"blessed", because flesh and blood had not revealed this to him--he hadn't 

simply deduced it--but the Father in heaven himself had revealed it to Peter's 

heart.  What a triumph that was for Peter.  But a moment later, after telling 

Jesus he shouldn't go to the cross, he heard the stern rebuke of the Lord: 

"Get behind me Satan, for thou art a hindrance to me."  When the disciples 

were in their boat on the Sea of Galilee, and Jesus walked out to them on the 

water, it was Peter who called out, "Lord, if it is you, tell me to come to you 

on the water."  And it was Peter who jumped overboard to go to his Master.  



A moment later he was sinking and calling out, "Lord, save me!"  Jesus told 

the disciples on the night in which he was betrayed that he had come as one 

who serves and that he was going to wash their feet.  It was the job of a 

common slave.  Peter recoiled.  No.  He didn't want any part of it.  When 

Jesus said that Peter had to have his feet washed to have any part in him, 

Peter said, "Lord, wash my head and my hands as well."   

 Well, as the passion of Christ drew near, the spiritual rollercoaster 

Peter was riding continued.  In the upper room Jesus told Peter that Satan 

would "sift him as wheat" and that before the rooster would crow in the 

morning Peter would deny him three times.  Peter didn't believe him.  He 

said to Jesus, "I am ready to go with you to prison and to death."  And for a 

while it seemed that way.  On the Mount of Olives, the temple guard and 

soldiers came.   Judas pointed Jesus out to them by embracing him warmly, 

with a kiss of betrayal.  Peter drew his sword and tried to cut off the head of 

the man closest to him, a servant of the high priest called Malchus.  Jesus 

rebuked him.  "No more of this."  And then the guards took Jesus away.  And 

so we come to the lesson today. 

 Then seizing him, they led him away and took him into the 
house of the high priest.  Peter followed at a distance.  But when they 



had kindled a fire in the middle of the courtyard and had sat down 
together, Peter sat down with them.   

 Jesus was taken to the home of the high priest.  It was more of a 

palace than a home.  It was large enough that both Annas, the former high 

priest, and Caiaphas, his son-in-law, the present high priest, lived there.  

Think of a large, rectangular, two-storey building with an open inner 

courtyard.  To gain entrance into the courtyard, there was a large gate.  The 

gate would have someone serving as a porter--a manservant or maidservant, 

to control the movement of people into and out of the building.  Around the 

courtyard there were most likely inner balconies that would allow a person 

to go from the courtyard into the house and from room to room.   

 When Jesus was arrested, he was taken to this palace and interrogated 

in one of the upstairs rooms.  The soldiers who had seized him started a fire 

in the courtyard and gathered around it to keep warm.  Now Peter was 

following at a distance.  We know from the account in John's gospel that at 

first, Peter couldn't get in.  He had to wait at the gate until an unnamed 

disciple who knew the high priest vouched for him.  (The unnamed disciple 

was probably John.)  When Peter was allowed in, he went and sat by the fire, 

waiting to see what had become of the Lord.  Now before getting into Peter's 

denial of Jesus, this has to be said.  At least Peter followed Jesus.  The others 



had scattered.  Peter's subsequent failure was one that could only happen to a 

brave man.  When Peter walked into that courtyard I think of Daniel walking 

into the lions' den.  And think of this too.  That Peter followed Jesus all the 

way into the heart of the enemy's lair is a measure of his love of the Lord.  

His failure was one that could only happen to a man with a deep love for 

Jesus.   

 That said, why was Peter about to fail so badly?  First, he was 

overconfident.  Presumptuous.  He didn't understand the strength of the 

enemy or the weakness of his own flesh.  Second, he had neglected to pray.  

The Lord Jesus, when facing his passion, went to his Father in deep and 

fervent prayer.  He urged this upon his disciples.  But instead of praying, 

they fell asleep.  If prayer was so vital to Jesus as he was facing his trial, 

how much more vital is it for his disciples?  And third, Peter followed at a 

distance.  Beloved, if you are going to face trials in this life, and you are, 

you had best be as close to Jesus as you can get.  Follow in his footsteps.  

That is, as soon as his foot lifts up, put your foot in the print he has just left.  

Let me put it this way.  Don't wait for troubles to come before you look to 

Jesus.  At that point it will be too late.  Look to Jesus before the trials come, 

so you will be prepared.  When a dire diagnosis comes from the doctor, 

when your boss says you have to be let go, when you get a call in the middle 



of the night that there has been an accident--that is not the time to go looking 

through the Bible for passages that will give you comfort and strength.  That 

is the time to look for passages in the Bible that you have long ago hidden 

away in your heart with reverence and prayer.   

 Let's look at Peter's failure.   

 A servant girl saw him seated there in the firelight.  She looked 
closely at him and said, "This man was with him."   
 But he denied it.  "Woman, I don't know him," he said. 

Peter was warming himself by the fire, for in Judea it can get very cold at 

night.  He got too close.  The light of the fire shone on him.  The young 

woman who had been at the entranceway gate was able to study his features.  

Then the truth dawned upon her and she made her accusation.  "This man 

was with him."  Now note what she said.  She said, "This man was with 

him."  She didn't keep here discovery to herself.  She didn't keep it between 

herself and the apostle.  She announced her findings to all the people who 

had gathered around.  Immediately the tongues would begin wagging.  And 

others would be examining the apostle to see whether or not the servant girl 

was on to something.  Peter's first denial, a denial that he knew Jesus, didn't 

stop the speculation. 

 A little later someone else saw him and said, "You also are one 
of them." 



 "Man, I am not!" Peter replied. 

The first accusation had rattled Peter.  The murmur that was beginning to 

rise up around the fire caused him to recognize the danger he had placed 

himself in.  He began to feel claustrophobic.  The walls of the courtyard 

must have felt as if they were closing in.  He panicked.  He tried to get away.  

We know from the account in Matthew's gospel that he headed for the gate.  

His way was stopped by a second servant girl at the gate.  She may have 

been the first girl's nightshift relief.  It was this girl, John tells us, who lifted 

up the second accusation.  "You also are one of them."  Peter, frightened, 

panicking, desperate, looked around and made his denial to one of the 

bystanders.  "Man, I am not."  The first time, Peter had denied knowing 

Jesus.  This second time, he denies being a disciple. 

 At this Peter, his way of escape blocked, went back to the fire.  I can 

imagine him wrapping his cloak tightly about himself, pulling it over his 

head, and sitting down in the shadows, trying to look as inconspicuous as 

possible, trying desperately not to get into a conversation with anyone.  Time 

passed.  About an hour.  During this time Jesus was being tried, first in front 

of Annas and second in front of Caiaphas.  As those examinations were 

wrapping up, the third accusation was made against Peter: 



 About an hour later another asserted, "Certainly this fellow was 
with him, for he is a Galilean." 

 Peter replied, "Man, I don't know what you're talking about!"   

They knew Peter was a Galilean, for his accent had given him away.  And 

with this third confrontation, Peter breaks.  It was a wicked thing to deny 

Jesus.  It was a wicked thing to deny being his disciple.  But now Peter 

swears on oath that he doesn't know Jesus.  Mark describes the scene this 

way: "He [Peter] began to call curses on himself and swore to them, "I don't 

know this man…"  He swore on oath he didn't know Jesus.  Let me explain 

what that means.  When we swear on oath to tell the truth, we are, in effect, 

saying, "If I don't tell the truth may God curse me.  May God withdraw all 

his grace from me.  May God deal with me as severely as his justice allows.  

May he pour the horrors of his judgement upon me in full measure.  May 

God send me to hell if I don't speak the truth."  Those are the consequences 

we are pleading for when we swear on oath to tell the truth.  Peter called 

down curses upon his head.  When he denied the Lord for the third time, he 

said to his accusers, in effect, "If I know Jesus, may God send me to hell.  

Let me burn in torment."   

 His denials were loud and repeated.  Frenzied.  And then came the 

moment of truth.  The religious authorities had finished with Jesus for the 

meantime.  They were leading him out that he might make an appearance 



before Pontius Pilate.  The Lord heard Peter's vociferous denials.  He looked 

at his disciple.  His disciple looked at him.  This is how Luke describes it. 

 Just as he was speaking, the rooster crowed.  The Lord turned 
and looked straight at Peter.  Then Peter remembered the word the 
Lord had spoken to him: "Before the rooster crows today, you will 
disown me three times."  And he went out and wept bitterly. 

 Beloved, it was that look that saved Peter.  The first thing it did was 

bring the necessary pain of conviction.  Peter saw himself as he truly was.  

He wasn't a religious hero.  He was a sinner, utterly dependent upon the 

grace of the Lord Jesus.  His pride, his presumption, his self-satisfaction and 

independence, his boasting, were all slain in a moment as looked at Christ 

and looked into his heart and saw himself for what he was.     

 Beloved, there are times when I say harsh things to you.  I lift up the 

Law of God.  I declare to you that it must be obeyed perfectly, in all it 

requires, from a sincere heart.  And then I point out that you haven't obeyed 

in the manner that God requires.  I point out that if you rest in your sins you 

will perish eternally.  Just this morning I led you in a confession that had this 

acknowledgement: 

 O eternal God and merciful Father, we humble ourselves before 
Your great majesty against which we have frequently and grievously 
sinned.  We acknowledge that we deserve nothing less than eternal 
death.  We are unclean before You and children of wrath.  We 



continually transgress Your commandments; failing to do what You 
have commanded us, and doing that which You have expressly 
forbidden.  We all like sheep have gone astray; we have turned 
everyone to his own way.   

Those are tough words.  And when I lead you in them, you are to take them 

with utmost seriousness.  Why do I do this?  Only because you need to hear 

it.  We all need to hear it.  We all need to understand our sin and misery.  If 

we don't see our helplessness, if we don't feel the weight of the chains of sin 

that bind us, if we don't know that, on our own, we are on the road to hell, 

how can we call out to Christ for relief?  How can we cry out for salvation if 

we don't know we need to be saved?  J. C. Ryle puts it this way: 

 The best and highest saint in a poor, weak creature, even at his 
best times.  Whether he knows it or not, he carries within him an 
almost boundless capacity of wickedness, however fair and decent his 
outward conduct may seem.  There is no enormity of sin into which he 
may not run, if he does not watch and pray, and if the grace of God 
does not hold him up.  When we read the falls of Noah, Lot and Peter, 
we only read what might possibly befall any of ourselves.  Let us 
never presume.  Let us never indulge in high thoughts about our own 
strength, or look down upon others.  Whatever else we may pray for, 
let us daily pray that we may "walk humbly with God."   

 The look that Jesus gave Peter, however, did more than strip him of 

any self-righteousness and convict him of his sin.  It also brought hope.  In 

that look Jesus said to the apostle, "Peter.  I am sovereign.  It is happening 

exactly as I said it would.  I told you.  I told you Satan would sift you like 



wheat.  I told you that you would deny me three times.  These things have 

come to pass.  But remember.  I told you much more than that.  I also said 

that I had prayed for you, that your faith would not fail.  And pray for you I 

did.  While you slept with the others, I was lifting you up before the Father's 

throne of grace and mercy, pleading on your behalf that you would find 

grace to help in time of need.  I said that you would turn back, that you 

would receive the Spirit of repentance.  It is such repentance that I am 

working in your heart right now through this terrible conviction.  I am 

breaking your heart in order to soften it.  And I gave you the command to 

strengthen your brethren.  With this comes my promise that in spite of your 

denial, you will be restored and you will have a ministry in my kingdom that 

will glorify my name and bless my people.  You will be a strength and 

encouragement to my brethren."   

 It was as Jesus said it would be.  In the 21st chapter of John we find 

Jesus by the Sea of Galilee.  He is with Peter and the rest of the disciples.  

After breakfast Jesus three times asked Peter if he loved him.  "Simon, son 

of John, do you truly love me more than these?"  "Simon, son of John, do 

you truly love me?"  "Simon, son of John, do you love me?"  Three times 

Peter affirmed his love.  "Yes, Lord, you know that I love you."  "Yes, Lord, 

you know that I love you."  "Lord, you know all things; you know that I love 



you."  With each affirmation Jesus commanded Peter to feed his sheep.  And 

so with this threefold confession of love his previous denial was forever put 

behind him, Peter was reinstated by the Lord and commissioned to work in 

his vineyard.  And the work Peter went on to do was of a power and 

effectiveness that would never have been matched had he not first undergone 

the trial in the courtyard of the high priest. 

 Peter is the sort of man that everyone can relate to.  He had good days 

and bad days.  He was sometimes brave and sometimes cowardly.  He had 

wonderful insight; he could be as dumb as a sack of hammers.  He could say 

encouraging things; he could put both feet in his mouth at the same time.  He 

came to Christ in submission; with the passing of time he grew self-reliant 

and independent.  But Jesus didn't let him go; he got his attention by 

breaking him.  And then Jesus put the pieces back together again.  C. S. 

Lewis has something to say about this.  He makes the point that God is 

vitally concerned with the spiritual health of his children and is determined 

to see them grow up strong and healthy.  This is what he writes: 

 Though our feelings come and go, his love for us does not.  It is 
not wearied by our sins, or our indifference; and therefore, it is quite 
relentless in its determination that we shall be cured of those sins, at 
whatever cost to us, at whatever cost to him.         
 He warned people to count the cost before becoming Christians.  
"Make no mistake," he says, "…I will make you perfect.  The moment 
you put yourself in my hands, that is what you are in for.  Nothing 



less, or other, than that…Understand that I am going to see this job 
through.  Whatever suffering it may cost you in our earthly life… 
whatever it costs Me, I will never rest, nor let you rest, until you are 
literally perfect--until my Father can say without reservation that he is 
well pleased with you, as he said he was well pleased with me.  This I 
can do and will do.  But I will not do anything less.   

He did it for Peter.  He is doing it right now, for all who belong to him.  In 

Christ's name.  AMEN.   

  

  


