Believing Is Seeing #39

“One Dark Defining Moment”

John 18:15-18; 25-27

One event can define a lifetime.

Ask Bill Buckner.

Bill Buckner was a professional baseball player who enjoyed quite a bit of success with the Dodgers, Cubs, and Red Sox.  He broke into the majors at the age of 19 and played until he was 40.  In those years he compiled a very respectable .289 batting average, hitting 174 hone runs and driving in over 1,200.  He led the National League in hitting one year and was voted an All-Star.

But if you ask most baseball fans about Bill Buckner, they will bring up one play.

Game six, 1986 World Series.  The Boston Red Sox are one win away from their first world championship since 1917.  With two outs and the winning run on second base, Mookie Wilson of the New York Mets hit a slow roller toward Buckner at first.  The ball trickled under his glove, and the Mets won the game, and the next night they won the World Series.

Bill Buckner became the brunt of many jokes thereafter.  (Such as one report that the baseball from that infamous game was sold at auction for just under $100,000.  The reporter said, “Buckner was offered a chance to buy it first, but he declined.  That makes sense, since in 1986 he could have picked it up for nothing…”).  In Boston it was no laughing matter.  Angry fans threatened Buckner and his family to the point that he had to move them all to safety in Idaho, where he lived in seclusion for a number of years.

Was that fair?  Hardly.  Buckner did not lose that World Series, but was held responsible for it.  All those years of success were seemingly washed away by that one unfortunate error.  One dark defining moment became the only thing many baseball fans would remember about Bill Buckner.

We tend to do that in more than the world of sports.  Years of accomplishment can be quickly overshadowed by a significant defeat.  If the person is young, the subsequent label may stick with them for a lifetime.  Unfair, but inevitable.

Even biblical characters are not immune to this.  Mention the name Samson, and the name Delilah quickly follows.  How do we most often refer to Thomas?  “Doubting Thomas.”  And, despite all he would later accomplish in the early years of the Church, most people associate Simon Peter with his triple betrayal of Jesus on the night before His crucifixion.

While I do not want to define Peter by this unfortunate episode, I think we do well to examine Peter’s meltdown on this occasion and learn from it some important lessons that can keep us from a similar catastrophic failure.

The Progressive Path into Denial 


All four gospels record Peter’s denials, though John’s gospel provides details that the others do not, for reasons we will see.  Let’s take a look at his account beginning in John 18:15-18,

Simon Peter and another disciple were following Jesus. Because this disciple was known to the high priest, he went with Jesus into the high priest’s courtyard, but Peter had to wait outside at the door. The other disciple, who was known to the high priest, came back, spoke to the girl on duty there and brought Peter in. “You are not one of his disciples, are you?” the girl at the door asked Peter. He replied, “I am not.”  It was cold, and the servants and officials stood around a fire they had made to keep warm. Peter also was standing with them, warming himself. 


When Jesus was arrested, the disciples fled.  But two of them went back to the city and followed the mob around Jesus.  Simon Peter is named, but who is “another disciple”?  Most scholars conclude that John is referring to himself without using his own name.  How else would he know the details mentioned only here?


John was known by the high priest—perhaps he was a relative, or maybe his work as a fisherman allowed him to cross paths with Caiaphas.
  At any rate, John is allowed inside while Peter must remain in the courtyard.  As they are admitted, the slave girl at the door asks Peter, “You are not one of his disciples, are you?”  Leon Morris points out,

Her question incidentally implies that the answer will be “No.” “You aren’t one of the disciples of this man, too, are you?” is the force of it. And Peter went along with this. “I am not,” he said. The question suggested a line of escape and Peter gratefully took it up. Almost certainly he did not reflect where it would lead him. Once committed, he must have found it hard to go back on his denial.


Or, as W. E. Vine writes succinctly, “One denial prepared for more.”
  


Isn’t that how it usually works?  We tell a “little white lie” out of convenience, but then in order to cover that fib we have to tell another, and then another, until we are caught up in a web of half-truths and outright lies!


This web of deceit grows for Peter in verses 25-27,

As Simon Peter stood warming himself, he was asked, “You are not one of his disciples, are you?” He denied it, saying, “I am not.” One of the high priest’s servants, a relative of the man whose ear Peter had cut off, challenged him, “Didn’t I see you with him in the olive grove?” Again Peter denied it, and at that moment a rooster began to crow.


We might wonder why John jumps from the questioning of Jesus by Annas to the further denials of Peter.  The reason for interweaving Jesus’ first replies to his accusers with Peter’s denials is to make the contrast stand out: “John has constructed a dramatic contrast wherein Jesus stands up to his questioners and denies nothing, while Peter cowers before his questioners and denies everything.”


Once again Peter is asked if he is a disciple of Jesus.  Again the Greek form of the question looks for the answer, “No.” After all, this was the last place where one might expect to find one of Jesus’ followers. This may explain why no attempt was made to hold Peter for questioning, though he was asked a number of times whether he followed Jesus. The question was indeed put, but the questioners did not treat the possibility seriously. And now, as before, they received a prompt and emphatic denial.


The third confrontation was different, though, and this question looked for an affirmative answer. The questioner was related to Malchus, the man Peter attacked in the Garden, and therefore would have had a peculiar interest in the man who had struck out with a sword. But it had been done in an uncertain light, and the relative could not be absolutely sure that it was Peter that he had seen. All the more would this be so in that he was now seeing that apostle in a very dim light indeed. A charcoal fire glows red, but it does not emit bright flames. But he was more confident than the earlier questioners, as his words show. He refers to the incident, and asks whether he did not see Peter in the garden. For the third time Peter denies any connection with Jesus.

At that point, Peter’s resistance broke down completely. According to Matthew’s gospel, he began to “curse and swear” (Matt. 26:74). This doesn’t mean that Peter let loose a volley of vulgarity, but rather that he put himself under a curse in order to emphasize his statement.
  This does not excuse his actions; if anything, this was far worse in Jewish society than cussing a blue streak.

What can we learn from Peter’s threefold renunciation?  I believe that in these events we witness the progressive path into denial.  Warren Wiersbe writes,

As you watch Peter, you see him gradually moving into the place of temptation and sin; and his actions parallel the description in Psalm 1:1 [“Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers”]. First, Peter walked “in the counsel of the ungodly” when he followed Jesus and went into the high priest’s courtyard. Peter should have followed the counsel of Jesus and gotten out of there in a hurry! Then, Peter stood with the enemy by the fire (John 18:16, 18); and before long, he sat with the enemy (Luke 22:55). It was now too late and within a short time, he would deny his Lord three times.

Ever been in the wrong place at the wrong time?  Certainly Peter fit into this category here.  He found himself surrounded by hostiles, pressured into one compromise that led to another that led to another.  In a matter of a few hours Peter went from boasting that he would be faithful to his Lord to the death to swearing up and down that he didn’t even know the Man!

The Present Pattern of Denial


Before we come down too hard on Peter, let’s acknowledge the present pattern of denial we all to often experience.  As Bruce Milne points out, 

How many Christians live with a continual sense of failure because of their inability, or unwillingness, to stand clearly for Christ in their public lives! Like Peter, we find ourselves drawn step by step into ever deeper compromise until existence is a continuous denial, and worship with God’s people on a Sunday, instead of renewing and invigorating us, serves only to underline the hypocrisy of our lives.
 


I believe there are two manifestations of denying Christ today.  The first has to do with what one says and believes.  Jude 4 describes false teachers this way: “They are godless men, who change the grace of our God into a license for immorality and deny Jesus Christ our only Sovereign and Lord.”  There are many today who claim to be Christian but have watered down the gospel of Christ.  They claim that He was only a man, that His miracles were merely myths, and that the books written about His life are untrustworthy.  They write books, appear on Discovery channel or the History channel, spouting their academic apostasy.  Many are led astray by their denials about Jesus.

Even more disturbing, though, is the denial of Christ by one’s lifestyle.  Paul writes about such in Titus 1:16, “They claim to know God, but by their actions they deny him. They are detestable, disobedient and unfit for doing anything good.”   At first this may sound like Paul is describing the dregs of society, but notice the first five words: “they claim to know God.”  These aren’t heathens hanging out in bars on Saturday night; these are upstanding citizens hanging out in church on Sunday morning!  They don’t swear, they sing hymns!  But their actions don’t match their words.

What was the reason for Peter’s denials?  He denied any association with him purely out of fear of what people would think.
  John White shows how this can happen in our own lives:

It is impossible to know at exactly what point Peter had begun to deny Christ. Certainly in his attitude and by his actions he must have been denying him long before he did so verbally. The denial that sprang to his lips at the first accusation must already have been present in his demeanor. He was playing a part, a part in which he fooled himself and tried to fool people around him. The need to be liked remained in his character for as long as history records. And it is our own need to be liked that causes us by a thousand subtle gestures to deny Christ today. Much of my own flippancy was precisely that sort of denial. It was a cover up for my embarrassing relationship to Jesus Christ.

The Pertinent Prescription against Denial

So, we really can’t be too hard on Peter, since too often we are guilty of the same thing.  What can we do about it?  Scripture provides the pertinent prescription against denial.

The first part of this prescription is preventative.  How can we keep ourselves from falling into this same trap?  Let’s begin with the passage Warren Wiersbe alluded to earlier: Psalm 1.  The first three verses give the negative and positive ways to the blessed life:

Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.  But his delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night. He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither. Whatever he does prospers. 

If I may borrow Wiersbe’s outline, God’s blessing comes upon:

a person who is separated from the world (v. 1);
a person who is saturated with the Word (v. 2);

a person who is situated by the waters (v. 3)
 


In other words, we need to be careful where we find ourselves, just as Peter needed to do that night!  I’m not say that we isolate ourselves from all unbelievers—that would mean we would have no contact at all—but we need to be careful who we allow to influence us.  Positively we need to constantly be in God’s Word.


Perhaps the best way to prevent denying Christ is found in His words in Mark 8:34, “Then he called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: ‘If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.’”  The less we focus on ourselves, the less likely we will be to ever deny our Lord, either in words or deeds.


But what about those of us who, like Peter, already have denied Christ?  Is there any hope for us?  We read the words of Jesus in Matthew 10:32-33,

Whoever acknowledges me before men, I will also acknowledge him before my Father in heaven. But whoever disowns me before men, I will disown him before my Father in heaven. 


Isn’t that scary?  Doesn’t it sound like there is no hope?  What about 2 Timothy 2:12, “If we disown him, he will also disown us”? The prospects look pretty bleak…until we read the very next verse: “If we are faithless, he will remain faithful, for he cannot disown himself.” 

How encouraging those words are!  How Simon Peter experienced this himself, as John MacArthur writes,

On that infamous final night of Jesus’ earthly ministry, Peter experienced utter failure when put to the test. In the immediate aftermath of his spiritual collapse, it must have seemed to Peter as if no good thing could ever come from such shame and defeat. He probably assumed his ministry for Christ was finished forever. But Christ was not finished with Peter yet.

The story of Peter’s denial is therefore a lesson about the security of God’s saving grace. In fact, what is emphasized most in Scripture throughout this account is not Peter’s failure, but the Lord’s forgiveness. The reason the episode is recounted for us in such detail in Scripture is not merely to remind us of our human frailty, but more important to reassure us of the wonderful security we have in Christ.


Perhaps we have, either in the past or even presently, denied our Lord by what we have said or what we have done.  Maybe we feel awful, as Peter did after his third denial, and, like the rugged fisherman, have “wept bitterly” because of it.  The good news is that the story is not over yet.  For John’s readers, and for the early church generally, this is not Peter’s final scene. As serious as was his disowning of the Master, so greatly also must we appreciate the grace that forgave him and restored him to fellowship and service. And that means—both in John’s Gospel and in our lives—that there is hope for the rest of us.


For Simon Peter, this was one dark, defining moment in his life.


But it was not the last one.  And this failure would not define him forever.
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