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SI:  It’s just three weeks until Easter, and Lord willing we’ll be back together 
   on that beautiful morning.   
We’re spending these Sundays preparing for our celebration of Christ’s resurrection  
   by meditating on his passion.  
The passion of Christ is a phrase the church uses to refer to everything Christ 
   suffered on the final day of his life—his agony in Gethsemane, his betrayal 
   and arrest, his trials, flogging, mockery, crown of thorns, crucifixion, death. 

I mentioned last week that over the years I’ve preached on Christ’s passion 
   in Matthew, Mark, and Luke, but never John. 
What makes John’s account of the passion interesting is that John wrote it 
   in his old age, after he had had a lifetime of reflecting on the meaning and 
   spiritual significance of these events. 

He assumed his readers were already familiar with Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 
   so that freed him up to skip over some details everybody knew and include 
   other details he remembered that aren’t in the other Gospels. 
John also sometimes tells the story in such a way as to emphasize certain things 
   that the other Gospel writers don’t.   
He does that quite dramatically in this reading. 
   Listen to God’s word. 



INTRO:  There’s a famous scene in The Godfather where Michael Corleone. 
   brings his infant child to the Catholic church for baptism. 
At the very same time he he’s having his child baptized, he has sent his hitmen to  
   assassinate all his rivals throughout the city. 
What the film does is cut back and forth from the baptism to these assassinations.   

You’re at the church and the priest in his vestments blesses the sleeping infant 
   and recites the Latin liturgy. 
Then you’re in a dirty apartment and you see the hitmen loading their weapons. 

Then you’re back in the church and the priest solemnly asks Corleone:   
   Do you believe in God the Father Almighty?  
   Do you believe in Jesus Christ his only Son?   
   Corleone replies:  I do believe. 
Then you see his hitmen getting into position, stalking their victims. 

Then you’re back in the church at the baptism and the priest asks: 
   Do you renounce the Devil and all his works? 
   Corleone replies:  I do renounce them.  
And the scene changes again and his hitmen are murdering his rivals  
   and there is blood and bullets everywhere. 

It didn’t have to be filmed that way.   
There could have been an uninterrupted baptism scene and then an uninterrupted  
   assassination scene, each one completely separate. 
But by switching back and forth the way the movie does, it not only makes the 
   murders more jarring, it emphasizes how ruthless and amoral Corleone is. 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke all tell about Jesus’ trial before the Jewish leaders 
   and about Peter’s denial of Christ in the courtyard of the high priest. 
Obviously, these events happened at the same time,  
   but Matthew, Mark, and Luke tell about each event separately.   
The Jewish trial then Peter’s denial, or Peter’s denial, then the Jewish trial.  

John does something different.  He weaves them together.   
   He has four scene changes:  Trial, Denial, Trial, Denial. 
   You go from Jesus to Peter, back to Jesus, and then back to Peter again. 
This contrast between Jesus and Peter actually starts before this passage. 
    
In the garden, Jesus says twice:  I am. 



   In the courtyard, Peter says what twice?  I am not. 

Here’s what one commentator said about this passage: 
    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.   

Two men are on trial.   
   Peter is on trial in the courtyard. 
   Jesus is on trial in the high priest’s chambers. 

Why does John tell the story this way?  
   Well, it certainly makes Peter’s sin look more weak and inexcusable.    
But mostly he told it this way to emphasize the greatness of Jesus Christ. 
   Jesus is the faithful and true witness. 
   Jesus withstood the greatest trial, Jesus passed the hardest test. 

When we go through trials we need this story to warn us not to sin like Peter, 
   but we mostly need it for when we do fail like Peter did, which we have all 
   done and will do again. 
Because when we fail we need the faithful and true witness Jesus Christ who 
   forgives us, stands for us.  It’s in him that our hope is found.  

It’s providential that God arranged for us to be studying this passage of Scripture 
   on this day, because guess what?  We’re in a trial right now. 
This virus, the disruption to our lives, the threats to our financial security, 
   even being cooped up with members of your family— 
   this is a trial and a test of our faith and our trust in God. 
This story doesn’t tell us just to get tough and pull ourselves up by the bootstraps. 
   It tells us that in times like this we need the Son of God who passed the test. 

Two men.  Two trials.  Let’s look at this story through the lens of two contrasts: 
   1.  Pride vs. Trust 
   2.  Fear vs. Freedom 

MP#1  Pride vs. Trust 
What was it in Peter’s character that caused him to fail and deny Christ? 

He truly believed Jesus was the Messiah and the Son of God. 
   Remember Peter was the first disciple to say:   
   You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.   



He loved Jesus, he really did.  
   Just a short time before this, he pulled out his sword and tried to defend Jesus 
   when he was being arrested.  When he cut off the high priest’s servant’s ear. 
It was a foolish move that showed Peter didn’t understand Jesus’ mission,  
   but it was brave and loyal to go against all those Roman soldiers. 
Peter risked his life for Jesus pulling out his sword like that.  

But when he stepped into that courtyard and was asked those questions, 
   there was some fundamental weakness that undermined him. 
   What do you think it was? 
Almost everyone agrees it was pride. 

What is sinful pride?  The simplest definition is Romans 12:3 
   For by the grace given me I say to every one of you:  Do not think of yourself more highly  
   than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment. 
Peter thought more highly of himself than he should have.   
   He thought he was strong enough and committed enough to make it. 
   He did not think with sober judgment about is weaknesses. 

Earlier in the evening, when the disciples were all gathered in the upper room 
   for the last supper, Jesus said:  
This very night, all of you will fall away on account of me. 
   He quoted a prophecy, I will strike the shepherd and the sheep will be scattered.  
But Peter said:  Even if they all fall away, I never will. 
   My faith, my strength of commitment is stronger than anyone else.  
That’s when Jesus said:  Before rooster crows, you will disown me three times.   
   He knew Peter’s pride was going to get him in trouble. 

Very few of us would express our pride as overtly as Peter did. 
So where does pride really show itself in a Christian’s life? 
   I’m going to get very specific here. 
   Pride is revealed in prayerlessness.   
Pride shows itself when we pray very little or not at all but forge ahead. 
It’s when we think too highly of our expertise or our work ethic or our  
   insight and experience—and we just move ahead without God.  
In the Garden of Gethsemane, before the arrest, do you remember what Jesus 
   told Peter, James, and John to do?  Pray that you will not fall into temptation.   
   The spirit is willing, flesh is weak. 
Three times he told them to pray, three times he came back and found them asleep.   
   So what did Peter do after that? 



   Without praying, he went right into this situation thinking he could handle it. 
He was confident in his own commitment, he was confident in his own devotion to  
   the Lord.  And then he fell flat on his face. 

It’s not just going through the motions of prayer that is important— 
   it’s having a heart that says:  I need God.  I can’t do it without God. 
I’m not strong enough and committed enough to handle it.   
   I may have lots of experience and expertise, maybe even more than other people, 
   but I’m not going to trust in those things, I’m going to trust God. 

I’ve told you this story several times from one of Dr. Rayburn’s sermons.   
   I’m sorry to repeat it but it’s helpful.   
Young man in his church came to see him and asked him:   
Is it ok for me to buy a new Mercedes Benz? 
   This young man had gone into business for himself and had done very well in 
   a very short time—he was very successful and had lots of money. 
Pastor Rayburn said:  There are wealthy Christians and well-to-do Christians, and  
   there’s no law in the Bible against owning and using expensive things.  

But, the way this is troubling your conscience indicates your loyalty to Christ is  
   being tested.  This is a spiritual test.  Be careful.   
He said the man failed the test and began to live in open rebellion against the Lord.   
Based on what happened, I think it’s safe to assume that young man didn’t 
   leave the pastor’s study and commit the whole thing to God in prayer. 
   He didn’t remember Jesus’ words, Pray that you will not fall into temptation. 
Instead, his pride said:  I can handle this.  I can make this decision and remain loyal. 
   Proverbs says pride goes before a fall. 

This comes into focus when we see the contrast with Jesus Christ. 
What do all the Gospels show him doing on the night he was betrayed?   
   Praying.  Pouring out his heart to his Father in heaven. 
   Praying for deliverance.  Praying for strength.  Praying God will be glorified. 
And this wasn’t just a foxhole prayer, this is how Jesus prayed all his life. 
What’s the heart attitude behind prayer?  It’s trust.   
   Trust says:  God, I need you.  God, I can’t do it without you. 
   Trust is the opposite of pride.   
And that’s how the man Jesus lived.  That’s how he faced this trial and triumphed. 
   His enemies came at him with accusations and abuse but he was the faithful and  
   true witness because he trusted his Father in heaven.   



You may think, yes, but Jesus was God—that’s how he did it—that’s how he  
   made it through this trial without crumbling and with such confidence. 
No, that’s not how he did it.   
   He resisted those temptations as a man, and only as a man.   
He did it using no resources other than those that are available to us— 
   the word of God and prayer and trust and dependence upon his Father in heaven. 
The Son of God was already the perfect and complete in heaven,  
   but he came to earth to suffer trials and tests as a man for one reason only— 
   to provide for us the life we could not live. 
He came to earth to live a life of trust for our salvation.  

When our pride causes us to fall, and we all fall at times— 
   Jesus is there for us and helps us to our feet.   

One of the temptations you will all face in this present trial is pride or trust. 
Will you have pride in your cleverness, your resources, your insights, 
   your work ethic, your commitment and faith— 
Are you going to count on those things to carry you through and carry the people 
   who are counting on you?   
Or, are you going to trust your Father in heaven and your Savior Jesus Christ? 
   
Pride vs. trust:  that’s the first lens through which we can see this story,  
   now let’s look at the other one. 



MP#2  Fear vs. freedom 
What was Peter afraid of?   
   It’s obvious that fear played a big part in his failure, but why was he afraid? 
Some commentaries say he was afraid of getting arrested.   
   But that doesn’t seem right.   

There’s also a detail John mentions that’s not in the other Gospels. 
He says one of the disciples was known to the high priest and was allowed 
   to come into the courtyard with Jesus but Peter had to wait outside. 
Who was that disciple?  It was probably John himself.   
The clue is that he doesn’t refer to himself by name and there are a couple 
   other times in the Gospel where he does the same thing, just says:   
   a disciple, and it’s obviously him.   

John goes into the courtyard with Jesus because he’s known there.   
And then he comes back and speaks to the girl on duty at the gate and tells her to  
   let Peter in.  Then John apparently went into the house to watch Jesus’ trial. 
The point being that Peter could see John was walking around freely in the high  
   priest’s house and was not arrested.  
Maybe Peter had an irrational fear of arrest, but I think there’s a better answer. 

There’s a personality test called the Enneagram. 
   Maybe some of you heard of it or taken it.   
It claims there are nine primary personality types. 
   And it says that each of those personality types has a basic fear. 
Let me just read you this list and see if one resonates with you: 
   Fear of disorder and lack of control 
   Fear of being unloved 
   Fear of being a loser 
   Fear of having no identity or significance 
   Fear of helplessness or incompetence 
   Fear of being without support or guidance 
   Fear of being unfulfilled, trapped, or deprived 
   Fear of being controlled, harmed or violated 
   Fear of loss and separation 

In Tim Keller’s teaching on idolatry he has what he calls the nightmare test. 
   He asks:  What do you dread losing more than anything else? 
   What, if you lost it, would make your life not worth living? 
Keller says a person might answer that by saying my family, or my money,  



   or my career, or my health, or my reputation. 
But he calls those surface idols, he says those all point to four deep idols which 
   he identifies as control, power, approval, or comfort. 
So a person might fear the loss of his money, but what he really fears 
   is the loss of control and security his money gives him, 
   or he loss of the approval of certain people that comes from money, 
   or the loss of the comforts and pleasures money can buy him, 
   or the loss of power over people money gives him. 
It’s a very insightful analysis. 

Back to Peter. 
What do proud people fear most of all?  Being mocked.  Being ridiculed.  
   When the servant girl said:  You’re not one of his disciples, are you? 
   She probably said it with some mockery in her voice. 
   “You’re not one of his disciples, are you?” 
And unfortunately for Peter, she framed it in such a way that it was very easy 
   for him to just say No.  And he thought that would be the end of it. 

But it wasn’t the end of it. 
He got asked two more times and but because he had said no the first time, 
   that made the threat of being mocked and ridiculed that much worse. 
   His fear and his sinful response to his fear imprisoned him. 
This wasn’t the last time Peter’s loyalty to Jesus disintegrated under peer pressure. 

Years later he did it again in the church in Antioch.   
There were some strict Jews in that church who said Gentile believers were  
   unclean.  Which was absolutely wrong and denied the Gospel. 
But Peter was afraid of their criticism so he quit eating with the Gentiles. 
   At the church suppers, he wouldn’t sit with them.  Paul rebuked him for it. 
This fear of the opinions of other people was something that controlled Peter 
   at different times in his life. 

In contrast to Peter’s fear and the control his fear had over him 
   John presents us with Christ’s courage and his absolute bravery. 
He was threatened, browbeaten, abused—but never responded in fear at all. 
   Even when he was struck in the face, he replied calmly and truthfully. 
   It’s such a magnificent contrast with Peter. 

Let me read you something from another commentary. 



    Jesus is tempted with real danger, the prospect of real torture and real death but remains 
steadfast, honest, and pure.  Peter is faced with nothing more than the mockery of servants, 
people below him in the class structure of that day, and he surrenders everything:  his integrity, 
his honesty, his loyalty to Christ, everything!  One man faces his temptations bravely and the 
other succumbs to cowardice. 

Jesus came into this world sinless, but to remain sinless he had to beat back  
   thousands and thousands of temptations.   
Temptations that came upon him suddenly, out of the blue. 
   Temptations that hit him with full force at his most vulnerable moments. 
You know how easy it is to fall to certain temptations when you are tired or 
   lonely or frustrated or have a sense of being treated unjustly or are afraid. 
Jesus was tired all the time. 
   Great demands were laid upon him. 
   He was alone in the truest and deepest sense. 
   As a man, his frustrations were worse than any we have faced. 
And the temptation to give way to fear was always present. 

But Jesus Christ overcame them all and in this trial we see him confident 
   in the freedom that comes from doing God’s will.   

Let me give you some hope in this present trial we are going through together. 
During this trial we will all face fears and temptations of various kinds.   
   They will be different for each of us. 
I could tell you to buck up, and pull yourself up by your bootstraps, 
   this too shall pass, that sort of thing.   

Let me leave you with something better.   
   Like Peter, we’re probably going to respond with fear and not faith. 
   And even when we do our best, it’s not going to be pretty at times. 
But the good news is that Jesus Christ lived the life of courage and freedom 
   that you should have lived.   
And not only does his life and perfection count for your record. 
   But he is also with you all the time through his Spirit. 
   Trust him.  He’s the good and faithful witness.


