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In the early church, one of the great debates that plagued churches was what to do with 

lapsed members. When Christianity was still young and faced persecution, many 

Christians would be told that they could live if they would renounce their faith. With the 

sword to their necks, many Christians did deny their faith, only to be overcome with guilt 

and riddled with shame. 

 

The problem that the early church faced was how to handle such situations. Knowing that 

some people denied the faith and were using their so called ‘repentance’ as a way to get 

back into the church and cause harm, exposing other people and leaders, Christians had 

strong discussions on whether one should be restored into the fellowship or not. If 

handled rightly, a believer could be restored to fellowship and worship with other 

Christians. If discerned wrongly, the church could be exposing herself and her members 

to further persecution and division. 

 

While we don’t face the problem of persecution as the early church did, we do face the 

problem of people stumbling and falling away. For us as Christians, people like Peter 

should give us pause to stop, take stock of our souls, and examine ourselves to see if we 

are in the faith. In Peter’s second letter, he would begin with an encouragement for each 

of us to consider Christ’s power to keep us and transform us so that we might strengthen 

our faith in good days so that we might be prepared for the hard days. In 2 Pe. 1:3-11, 

Peter would say these words (READ). Peter understood the necessity of self-examination 

because his own story was one where he had not made his calling and election sure. What 

are we watching out for in our lives? 

 

Be wary of over-confidence (Jn 13:36-38) 

 

Jesus had just finished telling his disciples that he would be leaving them; therefore they 

must love one another. Peter, being the one who doesn’t pick up nuances of speech very 

well, doesn’t understand where Jesus is going (13:36a). Jesus makes it clear to Peter that 

where he is going (the cross) Peter cannot follow him now, but he will follow him in the 

future (v. 36b). But Peter is brimming with confidence that he pushes back: “Lord, why 

can I not follow you now? I will lay down my life for you” (v. 37). Peter does not 

understand what Jesus will do for him; he is confident in what he will do for Jesus.  

 

This over-confidence is the source of Peter’s spectacular fall. Over-confidence in our 

abilities – what we can do, what we can accomplish, how successful we can be – can 

blind us to our weaknesses and the dangers inherent in our weaknesses. Peter really knew 

and loved the Lord, but how little did Peter understand of himself!  

 

Overconfidence is the source of many great downfalls. Put an overconfident teenager 

behind the wheel of a car with all its power. They feel certain and secure – not based on 

their abilities or experience, but on their lack of experience. Suddenly, the roads get 

snowy, the wind gets blowing, and visibility gets poor. And what happens? Too often, 

they find themselves in danger. This is Peter – confident and secure in his position and 

power with Jesus. He will defend and protect Jesus. 
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But it is not Peter who will lay down his life for Jesus, but Jesus who will lay down his 

life for Peter. It is not Peter’s abilities that matter as much as the Saviour’s obedience. It 

is not Peter’s accomplishments, but Christ’s. Knowing ourselves, knowing our strengths 

AND our weaknesses, and knowing Christ makes all the difference.  

 

We never know how far we might fall if we are tempted. We imagine there are things we 

could never do. We see others who fall into sin and we are shocked. All the while, we 

may miss how vulnerable we really are. For this reason, Jesus taught us to pray, “Lead us 

not into temptation, but deliver us from evil (Mt. 6:13). And the subtle sin of pride is 

sneaky. It can deceive us into thinking more highly of ourselves than we ought. 

 

In Luke’s account of the final hours of Jesus, Luke recalls this night. When Jesus arrived 

in the garden, he had instructed his disciples to pray so that that they would not enter into 

temptation (Lk 22:40). Jesus went off to pray, but when he returned, he found Peter and 

the others sleeping.  

 

And here is the test of where our confidence lies: What do we pray about for ourselves? 

Are our prayers just filled with our very evident weaknesses, or do we also fill our 

prayers with the things we are confident about? Be wary of confidence – it can be easily 

misplaced! 

 

Beware of trials (Jn 18:12-18, 25-27) 

 

Now, in the moment of Jesus’ arrest, Peter’s overconfidence shines. He pulls his sword to 

defend Jesus against a couple of hundred soldiers. But Jesus stops Peter and allows the 

force to arrest him. Upon his arrest, John tells us that Peter and another disciple follow 

and remain outside of these illegal hearings. The amount of detail in this passage – the 

charcoal fire, the female door keeper, the cold night – all point out that this was an 

eyewitness account. This suggests that the other disciple mentioned in v. 15 is most likely 

John himself. John isn’t intimidated by his surroundings, and his familiarity with the high 

priest (v. 15) probably helped him to navigate this situation with more ease. 

 

But this entire situation is unfamiliar to Peter. The pressure is on. An illegal trial is 

underway. His master is being treated with great injustice. The tension of the moment is 

building. So it is no surprise when the door-keeper asks Peter, “You also are not one of 

this man’s disciples, are you?” that Peter answers to satisfy her expectation. She has 

asked the question expecting Peter to say no, and that is precisely what Peter does.  

 

As the proceedings are being carried out (in vv. 19-24), John now has the camera lens 

move back to the courtyard where Peter is warming himself by the charcoal fire. Twice 

more he is asked about his association with Jesus. The final time he is asked, John tells us 

that the person asking him if he was in the garden is a relative of Malchus, the man who 

Peter struck with the sword. 
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And here is all the pressure. An unfamiliar place. An illegal trial. An accusation from 

your victim’s relative. And Peter does what many people do under pressure: he caves. 

Three times he denies his association with Jesus. Three times he distances himself from 

Christ. Three times he capitulates to the pressure. In the moment of interrogation, Jesus 

claims his disciples are reliable witnesses to his teaching (18:21). And in the moment of 

interrogation, Peter claims he does not know Christ. 

 

Pressure will do extraordinary things to over-confident people. Pressure will expose the 

source of self-reliance, self-confidence, and the depth of our convictions. Trials reveal a 

lot about us – our sources of hope, confidence, and trust. So we must be aware that 

circumstances that sustain pressure on us will reveal our deepest cracks and flaws. And 

when they do, what we need is not what we expect. We need a Saviour who stands firm 

under interrogation for us. While Peter hears the rooster crowing, reminding him that 

Jesus’ words have come true, Jesus stands firm.  

 

The apostle Paul would talk about his trials to the Corinthians, and would tell them that 

he faced situations that made him despair of life itself. But this happened, he said, so that 

“we would not rely upon ourselves, but upon God who raises the dead” (2 Cor. 1:9). 

When we face pressure from our circumstances, we might look like a strong dam holding 

back the floodwaters. But all that pressure will reveal the hidden cracks in the soul. 

Unless we cast our cares upon him, we will crack under pressure. We will crumble in the 

time of distress. And we may even deny Jesus. But this is not the end. While we must be 

wary of over-confidence and wary of pressure, we must… 

 

Be mindful of redemption (Jn 13:36; 21:15-17) 

 

Even from moment where Jesus foretold of Peter’s denial, Jesus declared his confidence 

that he would keep Peter. Embedded in the warning was the word of hope. “Where I am 

going, you cannot follow me now, but you will follow me afterward.” Peter may have 

only heard the first part of the sentence (“you cannot follow me now”), but the second 

half confirmed that Jesus would keep his own (“you will follow afterward”). 

 

Some people with tender consciences hear these accounts and worry, wondering if they 

will fall away and deny Christ. But there was a clear difference between Judas and Peter. 

While Judas followed Jesus for power and money, Peter genuinely believed in Jesus, 

though misguided and confused. Judas’ and Peter’s actions were revealed over time. But 

the Lord Jesus knew. For this reason, Jesus would say to Peter in Luke 22:31-32, “Simon, 

Simon, behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might sift you like wheat, but I have 

prayed for you that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned again, strengthen 

your brothers.” Satan may overcome our courage and confidence, but he cannot 

overcome our Christ. 

 

And true to his word, after Jesus was raised from the dead, he met Peter again. In John 

21:9, we are told that there, on the beach, Jesus has a charcoal fire. Just as Peter denied 

Jesus around a charcoal fire, Jesus meets with Peter and restores Peter at a charcoal fire. 
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Just as Peter denied Christ three times, so Christ restores Peter with a threefold 

confession. Since the work of redemption has been accomplished at the cross, Jesus now 

applies his work of redemption to Peter. In kindness and gentleness, Jesus recalls Peter’s 

denial and gives him opportunity to confess. And in this confession there is forgiveness 

and full restoration. His self-confidence was revealed for the worthlessness that it was. 

And Peter himself would remember the dangers of over-confidence. As he addresses 

church leaders in 1 Peter 5, he reminds them that God opposes the proud but gives grace 

to the humble. “Humble yourselves, therefore, under God’s mighty hand so that at the 

propoer time he may exalt you, casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for 

you” (1 Pe. 5:5-7). What had Peter learned in redemption? Overconfidence is seen in 

prayerlessness, and humility is seen in prayerfulness.  

 

Jesus is able to restore the fallen. While people may fall into deep, dark sins, Peter’s sin is 

incredibly low. He denied Christ. And yet Peter would be restored as an apostle, taking 

the good news to the ends of the earth. 

 

And Peter would follow Christ for the rest of his life. Under the persecution of Nero in 

A.D. 64, Peter would be arrested, tried, and crucified like his Lord. But never forgetting 

how gracious his Lord had been to him, church history suggests that Peter was crucified 

and remained upside down as he hung from the cross. 

 

While the early church struggled to deal with the lapsed, Christ never struggled in how he 

would deal with his own. His way is full of grace, restoration, patience, and love. The 

great love of the Saviour is a love that will not let us go. For Christ’s death on the cross 

and his resurrection to new life means that he can make deadly situations full of life; he 

can take fallen people and raise them up; he can take proud people and make them 

humble; and he can take prayerless saints and make them into prayer warriors. He 

remains faithful, and the faithfulness of Christ is the only hope for you and me to ever 

have a faith that will make it to the very end. 


