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Have you ever wondered how far someone can fall away from the Lord and still 
be a true believer?  If you’ve ever fallen into sin and are concerned about your salvation, 
you have.  It’s interesting that there are those in the church, who never really think about 
this.  They don’t because they believe that if they’ve confessed faith in Christ, that’s 
enough.  If they’re a member of a church, they’re saved.  They’re on their way to heaven, 
and they really don’t have any doubt that they’ll get there, even if they never make any 
serious effort to obey Jesus Christ.  But are they right?  Should they be concerned about 
whether or not they’re living for the glory of God?  Yes, they should.  Jesus warns us as 
plainly as He can that there will be many on the Day of Judgment who will say to Him, 
“Lord, Lord,” who will think they’re Christians, but will find out they’re not.  He will say 
to many on that day, “I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness” 
(Matt. 7:23).  It’ll be too late to do anything about it then.  So yes, we should be 
concerned about this now.  But on the other hand, we need to remember there are also 
those in the church who are just the opposite.  They are true believers, but they have such 
a tender and sensitive conscience, that they have a hard time accepting that they are true 
believers.  They are so aware of their sins.  They know they break God’s Law every day 
in thought, word and deed (WLC 149, SC 82).  They are also aware of what the Bible 
teaches concerning every true believer – he will practice righteousness and not sin – and 
so they struggle with assurance.  How can they know their sin is simply an indication of 
their remaining sin, and not that it’s a sign that they’re really not Christians after all?  I 
believe our text gives us some help in this area this morning.   

Now in our passage, we see the apostle Peter, just after his first great sin of 
abandoning Jesus in the garden to save his life.  That was bad enough.  But now we see 
him do something even worse.  After he ran away, he followed Jesus at a distance to see 
what would happen to Him.  He followed the soldiers to the courtyard of the high priest.  
Jesus had been taken inside to the Sanhedrin, where He would be put on trial.  But while 
Peter was waiting in the courtyard to see what would happen to Jesus, his faith was again 
put to the test.  He was confronted three times with the question of whether he even knew 
Jesus, and each time he denied it.  If there was ever anyone who had a reason to doubt his 
salvation, it was this man.  But we know that Peter was a true believer, that he really did 
love Jesus.  His life before this, and the rest of his life after, bears this out.  But it doesn’t 
here.  Here we see that his sin overwhelmed him for a time, so that he couldn’t do what 
was really in his heart, which was to love and serve his Lord.  What I want us to see this 
morning in this passage are three things:  1) First, Peter’s three denials of his Lord, 2) 
second, the fact that his denials fulfilled our Lord’s prophecy, and 3) third, the fact that 
Peter’s faith was real, as we see by his grief over his sin.   

First, let’s consider the most obvious thing in our passage:  Peter was accused 
three times of being Jesus’ disciple and three times he denied that he was.  First a servant-
girl accused him of being with Jesus.  But Peter replied he didn’t know what she was 
talking about.  Then another servant-girl accused him of the same thing.  He again denied 
it, but this time with an oath, “I do not know the man” (v. 72).  Then a little later, some of 
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those who were standing around said to him, “Surely you too are one of them; for the 
way you talk gives you away” (v. 73).  Then Peter, realizing that more and more 
witnesses were mounting against him, denied it even more strongly.  “He began to curse 
and swear, ‘I do not know the man!’” (v. 74).  At this point, the people there probably 
thought, “No, I guess you don’t.  No one who follows Jesus and His teachings would talk 
and act like this.”  And so they left him alone.  But realize now what Peter did.  He 
committed the very serious sin of denying Jesus.  Jesus told His disciples earlier, 
“Whoever shall deny Me before men, I will also deny him before My Father who is in 
heaven” (Matt. 10:33), and Paul writes, “If we deny Him, He also will deny us” (2 Tim. 
2:12).  How could Peter be a Christian after having done something like this?   

To understand this, we need to understand why it was that Peter denied Jesus.  
Why did he leave Him in the garden and later lie about the fact that he even knew Him?  
The answer is he was afraid.  He knew that if he was identified with Jesus at that time, he 
would very well be put on trial himself and sentenced to death.  He denied Him to save 
his own life.  Some have pointed out that the fact that Peter denied Jesus in front of a 
servant-girl showed how really far he had fallen away, since she wasn’t that big of a 
threat.  But I don’t think he was necessarily afraid of her, or of the other girl, or maybe 
even of those who were standing around.  What he was afraid of was that they might 
identify him as a follower of Jesus, which would bring the soldiers down on his head.  
Fear is a very powerful thing, especially fear for our lives, and it can tempt us to sin, if 
we let it.  We’ve probably thought that if we were faced with a situation like this, we 
would do better.  But how do we know that?  We really wouldn’t do any better, apart 
from the grace of God.  Sometimes God gives us this grace.  But sometimes He doesn’t.  
Obviously, He didn’t give Peter this strength, at least at this point in his life.  Later He 
will.  Later, Peter will become a very bold and powerful preacher and witness of the 
Gospel.  But the Lord did not give him this grace here.  I want you to see that it is 
possible even for a true believer, under the right circumstances, to do something as evil as 
deny his Lord.  Noah became drunk (Gen. 9).  Samson married a Philistine woman and 
laid with a harlot (Jud. 14, 16).  David committed adultery with Bathsheba (2 Sam. 11).  
Solomon actually committed idolatry (1 Kings 11).  True believers can commit very 
serious sins.  We know this is true even from our own experience.  Because of this, we 
should be careful about condemning one another if we happen to fall into sin.  No one 
living is perfect.  All of us sin everyday in everything we do.  Some of us even commit 
serious sins.  This should never be used as an excuse to sin, but it can be a comfort to us 
when we fall into sin that it doesn’t necessarily mean that we’re not converted.   

But second, I want you to remember that these denials were to fulfill what Jesus 
said earlier.  After Peter told the Lord he would die before he would deny Him, Jesus told 
him, “Truly I say to you that this very night, before a cock crows, you shall deny Me 
three times” (v. 34).  Now why did Peter deny Jesus?  Was it simply to fulfill prophecy?  
Certainly, after Jesus said this was going to happen, it had to happen, or Jesus would have 
been wrong, and if He had been wrong, He wouldn’t have been God.  But why did Jesus 
prophecy this?  It was a part of God’s plan.  But why was it a part of His plan?  We really 
don’t know for sure.  Jesus was already betrayed.  He was already going to be crucified.  
Peter’s denials didn’t do anything to Jesus or further the plan of salvation.  But they did 
do something to Peter.  One of the reasons must have been to teach him not to rely 
himself, but on the Lord for his strength.  When he boasted that he would never deny 
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Jesus, what was that except a display of sinful pride?  God has a way of humbling us, by 
showing us just how weak and sinful we really are.  Sometimes we deceive ourselves into 
thinking that we’re so strong, because God has providentially kept us from the things that 
we’re most vulnerable to.  But when we fail to humble ourselves, when we begin to think 
that we stand by ourselves, then there’s a fall just around the corner to teach us that our 
strength doesn’t come from ourselves, but from the Lord.  We must trust in Him, or we 
won’t stand.   

But another reason the Lord may have planned these denials and then included 
them in His Word may have been to teach us that we are still responsible for our sins 
even though God has ordained that they will happen.  Remember Jesus had told Peter that 
he was going to deny Him, and he still did it, even though he knew it was going to 
happen.  Knowing the future, he still couldn’t change it, and not being able to change it, 
he was still held responsible for it.  Now we might say that Peter had forgotten.  We read 
that after the rooster crowed, Peter remembered what Jesus had said (v. 75).  But we also 
read that Peter went out and wept bitterly, which means that he didn’t blame God for his 
sin, but himself.  Sometimes we tend to think that the sovereignty of God takes away our 
ability to choose what we want, or our responsibility for what we choose.  But it doesn’t.  
As a matter of fact, it’s just the opposite.  His sovereignty actually gives us the ability to 
choose what we want.  It establishes the fact that our choices will be significant, because 
God has planned to use them in His plan.  He could have ordained that none of our 
choices would make any difference at all.  Or He could have made us all robots.  But He 
didn’t.  He included our choices in His plan.  We also need to realize that because God 
doesn’t force us to make the choices we do, but we make them freely, according to what 
we want in those circumstances, that He holds us accountable for them.  He allows us to 
choose what we want, and then holds us responsible for those choices.  Peter didn’t 
blame God for his own decision.  Even though he was warned ahead of time, when the 
time came, he still chose to deny Christ.  He couldn’t blame anyone but himself.   

Peter denied the Lord three times, and when he did, he fulfilled Christ’s prophecy 
that he would.  But lastly, I want us to see that this didn’t mean that Peter wasn’t a 
Christian.  How do we know?  After he realized what he had done, “He went out and 
wept bitterly” (v. 75).  He was grieved that he had done this.  John tells us that the true 
Christian doesn’t practice sin.  He doesn’t say that he never sins.  As a matter of fact, we 
know that Christians sin all the time.  The difference between the true believer and the 
false professor is not whether or not they sin, but how they respond to that sin.  Does a 
person practice sin because that’s what he likes, that’s what he wants to do?  Does he not 
really want to give it up?  If that’s the case, he’s not a Christian.  Peter denied his Lord, 
but obviously he wasn’t intending to make that his life’s practice.  He was temporarily 
overwhelmed with fear.  He denied Jesus to save his life.  He shouldn’t have, but he did.  
But when he came to his senses, he grieved over what he had done.  He did so for at least 
two reasons.  First, he certainly knew that what he had done was wrong.  He had broken 
God’s commandments by lying and denying His Lord.  But second, there was something 
else that grieved him even more, something that Matthew didn’t record, but Luke did.  It 
was really the thing that reminded him of what Jesus said, and it wasn’t the rooster’s 
crowing that did it.  We read in Luke 22:61-62, that when Peter denied Jesus the third 
time, “While he was still speaking, a cock crowed.  And the Lord turned and looked at 
Peter.  And Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how He had told him, ‘Before a cock 
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crows today, you will deny Me three times.’  And he went out and wept bitterly.”  It 
wasn’t just that he had broken God’s commandments, it wasn’t just that he had lied and 
denied his Lord; he betrayed the One he loved.  Apparently Peter could see what was 
happening to Jesus, and Jesus could see Peter and hear what he was saying.  When Peter 
realized what he had done, and that Jesus had seen him, it crushed his heart, and he went 
away grieving.  When a true believer sins, the thing that grieves him the most is that he 
has betrayed his Lord, the One he loves more than anything else.  If you’re a Christian 
here this morning, you know this is true.  The Bible says that Jesus sees every one of our 
sins, and it grieves us that He does, because we love Him.  But when we are grieved over 
our sins because we love Jesus and are sorry that we have dishonored Him, it is one of 
the most powerful ways that we can know that we are His.  If our sins don’t grieve us, 
this means that we are either in a very dull and backslidden state, or that we don’t know 
Him at all.  If that is the case with any of you, you need to repent and turn to Jesus to take 
away your stony heart and to give you a heart that beats with love for Him.   

But if we love Jesus, if we grieve over our sins and turn from them to walk in His 
ways, there is something else we can know this morning.  We can also know that we have 
the same thing Peter had, the same thing that kept him in the grace of God and kept him 
from falling completely away when he sinned, and would continue to keep him until he 
made it safely to heaven, and that is the intercession of Christ.  Why did Peter love Jesus 
so much?  Why did he grieve over his sin, so much that he eventually turned from it and 
followed Christ the rest of his days?  The only reason was that Jesus continually prayed 
for him.  Before Jesus predicted that Peter would deny Him, He said, “Simon, Simon, 
behold, Satan has demanded permission to sift you like wheat; but I have prayed for you, 
that your faith may not fail; and you, when once you have turned again, strengthen your 
brothers” (Luke 22:31-32).  The reason why Peter’s love for the Lord never completely 
failed, the reason why he turned again to Christ, was because Jesus prayed for him, that 
his faith wouldn’t fail.  Jesus is also praying for you this morning, if you love Him.  Your 
love for Him is the evidence that He is praying for you, because you wouldn’t love Him 
if He wasn’t.  And if Jesus is praying for you, you can know that when you fall, you will 
never fall completely away from Him.  He will make sure that you persevere to the end of 
your life, and finally enter into heaven.  He has promised you in His Word and sealed His 
promise with His own blood.  He will bring it to pass.  This is what the Lord’s Supper 
reminds us of this morning.  It reminds us of what Jesus did to save us, and it reminds us 
that having done this, He will never let us go.  Let’s prepare our hearts then to come to 
His table to remember His dying love for us, and to renew our love for Him.  Let us pray.   


