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Introduction:  It must have been difficult for Simon Peter to find himself back

in the company of the disciples with Jesus on that post-resurrection day.  A lot of

events had happened, and it all must have seemed unreal even now!

Have you ever noticed how seasons change?  Spring can be painfully slow in arriving

some years.  Usually change is gradual, isn’t it?  We do not have harvest arrive

right on the heels of planting crops.  Business trends are normally gradual.  The

stock market normally does not gain or lose 1000 points at a time.  Losses and

gains come slowly, as a rule, even within the spiritual realm.

Wars are not usually sudden, but result from an escalating deteriorization of

relationships between countries.

Marriage and divorce come as a result of progressive feelings and a commitment to

forgive and move ahead or not.  Most people do not propose on the first date, nor

ask for a divorce after a month or two.  It seems to me that discipleship is a lot like

marriage.  Vows are offered at the beginning having no idea where the union may

take us.  Faithfulness needs to be the context, i.e., no matter what happens good or

bad, I will remain in this promised relationship.

How many times do we see great churches diminish to much smaller expressions of

themselves and then die or decide to grow again and become larger and influential

in their community again?  My home church in Piqua was like that.

People can be like that also, you know!  We can go through stages of growth

spiritually, then times of atrophy, and finally with God’s help a period of

regeneration.  That was Simon Peter’s experience.  Craddock, John, p. 148 -

“Whoever takes the path of discipleship cannot know where it will lead.  The disciple

can only know that at the end of it is Christ.”

This morning we are going to look at Peter’s spiritual life, as we know it, in terms

of stages.  John 21:15-25 ESV becomes the closing scene in the long drama of Jesus’

earthly ministry with his disciples.  Peter’s mind drifted back to an earlier time in

his life - “the good old days.”



Maybe Peter thought of his first real encounter with Christ when Jesus said:  “follow

me!; a time when things were spiritually easier - no real commitments or challenges

- just his job of fishing (with nets no less) and working in the family business.  If

things didn’t work out with Jesus, he could always go back to fishing.

Let’s look at this first stage:

I.  The Call

Matthew 4:18-20 ESV   18 While walking by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers,

Simon (who is called Peter) and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea, for

they were fishermen.  19 And he said to them, “Follow me, and I will make you

fishers of men.”  20 Immediately they left their nets and followed him.

This would not be the last time Jesus would ask Peter to follow Him.  After Peter’s

initial decision to follow Jesus there must have been a lot of excitement. There were

large crowds following them (sometimes in the thousands), huge groups of people

fed miraculously, healings, and Jesus’ teaching was fresh and new, but had an

authoritative feel to it.  Certainly there was a feeling of importance, a feeling of

personal power and prestige like he had never felt before simply by his association

with this new Rabbi from Nazareth (of all places).  He was one of them and not a

part of the establishment in Jerusalem.

Do you remember how you felt when Jesus called you to follow Him?  Was it like

the excitement of a new job, your first day at college, or when you decided to become

married?  And then there is a time of settling in-

This original call led to a second stage that is commonly referred to as:

II.  The Good Confession
Matthew 16:13-18 ESV  13 Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea

Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” 14 And

they said, “Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others Jeremiah or

one of the prophets.”  15 He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?”  16 Simon

Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  17 And Jesus answered

him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this

to you, but my Father who is in heaven.  18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this

rock[a] I will build my church, and the gates of hell[b] shall not prevail against it.

Footnotes:  [a]  Matthew 16:18 The Greek words for Peter and rock sound similar

[b]  Matthew 16:18 Greek the gates of Hades



In John 11:27, Martha also makes a good confession.   John 11:27 ESV  27 She said

to him, “Yes, Lord; I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of God, who is coming

into the world.”

In the very same chapter at verse 16 Thomas had declared to the rest of the disciples

and speaking to Jesus  “Let us also go, that we may die with him.”  According to

Church tradition, all the disciples here would all get their chance to make good on

this affirmation and become martyrs. (witnesses).

Do you remember your confession of faith in Jesus and the emotion and sureness

that may have accompanied it.  Commitment, even in our culture today seems to

come too easily with a convenient exit ramp if things change from what was expected.

It is not by accident that Peter was a disciple before he confessed that Jesus was the

Messiah.  But that would not preclude a future denial.  Peter did not deny Jesus the

day after his good confession.  His denial took time.  Peter’s would take about two

and a half years.

Craddock Stories, p. 138  “Have you ever been present when anybody unjoined the

church?  I experienced that only once.  I was in Oklahoma, and my wife and I

belonged to a church, it was a rather large church there.  One Sunday morning

during the closing hymn, a hymn of dedication, consecration, a woman in her mid-

thirties, we both knew her, went to the front.  People stopped singing and were

looking at each other.  Why’s she doing that?  She’s already a member.  Maybe

she’s going to rededicate her life.  Maybe she’s going to become a minister.  So we

all hushed and waited.

She spoke quietly to the minister; we didn’ know what she was saying.  At the

conclusion of the hymn, he asked us all to sit down.  We waited as she turned

around to address us.  What she said in essence was, “I owe it to you to let you

know that I am leaving the church.  I am not joining another church.  I am leaving

the church.  And since I made a public notice when I came, I wanted to make a

public notice as I leave.  I don’t think it’s right just to drift off into inactive

membership.  I am leaving the Christian circle.  I have been disappointed.  What I

expected from the church and from the gospel and from the scriptures and from

God, I have not received.  I am leaving.  For those of you who have expressed

concern about my life” --and hers was a very troubled life--” for those among you

who know it and have expressed concern about it, I thank you.  To that extent, I

have some regret.  Thank you.”



It was a strange morning.  We didn’t know how to leave.  we didn’t pay attention to

the benediction.  We bumped into the furniture and into each other leaving.  And

many of us spent Sunday afternoon thinking about what she did.  It made us

determine whether we would claim our own commitment in view of the fact that

one of our group had decided to leave.”

This brings us to stage three:

III.  The Denial

John 18:15-27 ESV  15 Simon Peter followed Jesus, and so did another disciple.

Since that disciple was known to the high priest, he entered with Jesus into the

courtyard of the high priest,  16 but Peter stood outside at the door. 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.  17 The servant girl at the door

said to Peter, “You also are not one of this man's disciples, are you?” He said, “I am

not.”  18 Now the servants and officers had made a charcoal fire, because it was

cold, and they were standing and warming themselves. Peter also was with them,

standing and warming himself.  19 The high priest then questioned Jesus about his

disciples and his teaching.  20 Jesus answered him, “I have spoken openly to the

world. I have always taught in synagogues and in the temple, where all Jews come

together. I have said nothing in secret.  21 Why do you ask me? Ask those who have

heard me what I said to them; they know what I said.”  22 When he had said these

things, one of the officers standing by struck Jesus with his hand, saying, “Is that

how you answer the high priest?”  23 Jesus answered him, “If what I said is wrong,

bear witness about the wrong; but if what I said is right, why do you strike me?” 24

Annas then sent him bound to Caiaphas the high priest.   25 Now Simon Peter was

standing and warming himself. So they said to him, “You also are not one of his

disciples, are you?” He denied it and said, “I am not.”  26 One of the servants of the

high priest, a relative of the man whose ear Peter had cut off, asked, “Did I not see

you in the garden with him?”  27 Peter again denied it, and at once a rooster crowed.

Right along with the Apostle Peter, we have said “not me!”  I would never deny my

Lord!  Though everyone else desert you, Lord, I will never leave you.”  Those

words become so easy in the safety of this group and others like it - where our faith

is not challenged and our sermons receive amens.

Illus.  Have you ever been singing or whistling a favorite hymn or church song-

and then quit when someone enters the room?  Why is that?



Illus.  Have you ever been in the company of someone who was telling an off-

colored or dirty joke or just listening to gossip?  After the laughter died down, have

you ever heard the faint crowing of a rooster?  Or off to college, away from friends

and parental eyes, at that big-venue event where no one knew you, what was that

you were doing?  Were you following Jesus then?

I remember when I was going off to Lincoln Christian College (LCU).  “What is

your major? would come the question.  And rather than saying “I had the call to

preach,” I said I was studying philosophy, religious studies, epistemology and

eschatology.  I am sure that was a rooster I heard.  There are all kinds of denial-

some passive, some active, but the sin is still the same.  Maybe this is where some of

you are even today.  Matthew 10:32-33 ESV  32 So everyone who acknowledges me

before men, I also will acknowledge before my Father who is in heaven,  33 but

whoever denies me before men, I also will deny before my Father who is in heaven.

Peter repented from his denial and the Lord challenged him in our main text this

morning.  This is the fourth stage we will consider:

IV.  The Recommitment
John 21:15-25 ESV  15 When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter,

“Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord;

you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Feed my lambs.”  16 He said to him a

second time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” He said to him, “Yes, Lord;

you know that I love you.” He said to him, “Tend my sheep.”  17 He said to him the

third time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?” Peter was grieved because he

said to him the third time, “Do you love me?” and he said to him, “Lord, you know

everything; you know that I love you.” Jesus said to him, “Feed my sheep.  18 Truly,

truly, I say to you, when you were young, you used to dress yourself and walk

wherever you wanted, but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and

another will dress you and carry you where you do not want to go.”  19 (This he said

to show by what kind of death he was to glorify God.) And after saying this he said

to him, “Follow me.”  20 Peter turned and saw the disciple whom Jesus loved

following them, the one who also had leaned back against him during the supper

and had said, “Lord, who is it that is going to betray you?”  21 When Peter saw him,

he said to Jesus, “Lord, what about this man?”  22 Jesus said to him, “If it is my will

that he remain until I come, what is that to you? You follow me!”  23 So the saying

spread abroad among the brothers (and sisters) that this disciple was not to die;

yet Jesus did not say to him that he was not to die, but, “If it is my will that he

remain until I come, what is that to you?”



24 This is the disciple who is bearing witness about these things, and who has written

these things, and we know that his testimony is true.  25 Now there are also many

other things that Jesus did. Were every one of them to be written, I suppose that

the world itself could not contain the books that would be written.

As Jesus and Peter walked along the lake after eating breakfast, the challenge to

Peter from Jesus was:  DO YOU (TRULY) LOVE ME?  The question comes three

times, and the Greek text is a little difficult to understand for sure.

What did Jesus mean?  One possibility is:

1.  Do you love more than these men do?

Probably not - Peter was not able to judge accurately the hearts of others.

2.  Do you love me more than you love these men?

More than peers - Peter never deserted his friends, but he had deserted Jesus!

3.  Do you love me more than these things?

More than job, family, possessions, position

Jesus asked Peter to give up everything to follow Him, but where was Peter?  He

was back at his old job where it felt safe and secure most days.  Why did Jesus ask

Peter three times?  It seems redundant.  Peter’s confessional response “You know

that I love you!” rings a little hollow at first, even to us, all these years later.

Peter wanted to prove his love for Jesus, but it was going to take more than words.

Faithfulness is established after years with any promise we make.  Peter at this

point could not appeal to his track record or his word.  To what can we appeal?

Thank God for His wonderful grace with us and the gift of life that we do not

deserve, nor are we able to earn.  But we hopefully do try our best to spend our

lives in His service.  In some mss., the passage of John 7:53-8:11 is put in the text

right after this section about Peter in what is called the epilogue.  The story of the

woman caught in adultery is paired with this last story about Peter.  You see, both

accounts are about forgiveness and new beginnings.

During this last  stage of recommitment with Peter, Jesus gives him a new

commission.  This is the commission of a pastor and also the challenge for the rest

of the church.  Just like Peter, there is a time when we need to leave our teachers

and feed lambs.



As Hoskyns observed in Peter’s transformation from a fisherman to a shepherd,

“fish die when they are caught.  The sheep must be fed and cared for...”  Typically

the office of pastor in the NT is described with verbs not nouns.  The sheep clearly

belong to Jesus and that is why Jesus says “feed my sheep.”

C.K. Barrett says, “But there is one ministry, and it is the ministry of shepherding

and witnessing, of pastor and preacher.  The qualification for this ministry is loving

and being loved, responding in faith...to grace:  we love because he first loved us.”

You want something to put on your resume’, try that.

Peter later would say, toward the end of his life,:  I Peter 2:25 ESV  25 For you were

straying like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your

souls. (maybe a little autobiographical)

Conclusion:  Jesus has many things for all of us to do for His kingdom.  We

should not worry about what others are asked to accomplish (no need for personal

comparisons).  You may never be an elder, evangelist, teacher or minister, but God

has a place of service for everyone.  And everyone called into the Kingdom is valuable

and has a vital role in God’s plan.

We need to be patient; maturity takes time.  It is wonderful to stay with Jesus and

eat by the warmth and glow of the fire taking food from his hands, BUT there is a

time when we have been fed, and it’s time to be a follower/disciple who also ministers

to others.

If you are a Christian, you have been called to service by God.  Many of us have

made good confessions in the company of friends and family, and most of us at

times deny the Lord and fulfill our own desires, but thankfully and hopefully we

will see the need to always repent from our undisciplined lives and repeat our vows

to Jesus.  The real test is not whether you can confess Christ in the company of

friends, but what will we say when we leave this place and go out into an ever-

increasingly hostile world?

The question from Jesus still remains:  DO YOU LOVE ME?

AND WILL YOU FEED MY LAMBS?  Craddock, John, p. 147“Faith’s response

was not to be in words alone but in action in all the ways love for Christ demonstrates

itself in human caring.”


