
I. From Lowly to Leader II. From Partisan to Pioneer 

III. From Champion to Coward IV. From Fairweather to Fearless



“Biography is very prominent in the New 
Testament and is of great value for study. It 

enables us to see human nature as it is in itself,  
and to note what it becomes by divine grace. 

Simon Peter’s life is of particular interest. 
Personally, as a striking revelation of human 

character and divine transformation; officially, 
and in relation to the Church, because of his 

prominent position.”

—W. H. Griffith Thomas, The Apostle Peter, 13
“Saint Peter” by Bartolomé Esteban 

Murillo (1617–1682)
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• Hebrew birth name: 
“Simon” (Acts 15:14; 
2 Pet 1:1).

• Father’s name:
“John” (John 1:42; 
21:15).

• Hometown: 
Bethsaida (John 
1:44).



• “Cephas” was the Aramaic nickname Jesus gave to 
Simon (John 1:42); it means “rock” or “stone.”

• “Peter” was the Greek translation of the Aramaic 
name “Cephas” (Mark 3:16; Luke 6:14).

• Peter had a brother named “Andrew” (Matt 4:18; 
Mark 1:16); they both were fishermen.

• Peter was married (Matt 8:14-15; 1 Cor 9:5).

• Peter was a devout Jew who took the OT promises 
literally, and so was waiting for the Messiah (John 
1:38-41).

“The Apostle Peter” – a 
painting by Rembrandt (1632)



Peter’s Interaction with Paul

5 BC–AD 5
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While direct, personal interaction 
between Peter and Paul was very 

limited, the interaction they did have 
was significant.
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“These two apostles in many respects stand out from the rest of the 
leaders of the early Christian Church. Humanly speaking, earliest 

Christianity was dependent more on them than on any of the others. 
. . . The circumstances of the association of these men are amongst 

the most interesting and significant incidents of early church 
history.” 

—W. H. Griffith Thomas, The Apostle Peter, 137
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Matthew 4:18-20 – “Now as Jesus was walking by the Sea of 
Galilee, He saw two brothers, Simon who was called Peter, 
and Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea; for they 
were fishermen. And He said to them, ‘Follow Me, and I will 
make you fishers of men.’ Immediately they left their nets and 
followed Him.”

• Peter’s background was very different from 
Paul’s. 

▪ He lacked Paul’s education (“at the feet of Gamaliel”) 
and his privileges (Roman citizenship).

• Peter’s personality was also very different from 
Paul’s. 

▪ He lacked Paul’s refined manners and instead was raw, 
impulsive, and dramatic.

“The Calling of the Apostles Peter and 
Andrew” – a painting by Duccio di 

Buoninsegna (1308-1311)

Peter was by upbringing a fisherman.



Some of Peter’s most dramatic vacillations include:

• Matthew 16:15-17, 22-23 – “He said to them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’ Simon Peter 
answered, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.’ And Jesus said, ‘Blessed are you, Simon 
Barjona . . . . Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him, saying, ‘God forbid it, Lord! This 
shall never happen to You.’ But He turned and said to Peter, Get behind Me, Satan! You are a 
stumbling block to Me; for you are not setting your mind on God’s interests, but man’s.’”

• John 13:8-9 – “Peter said to Him, ‘Never shall You wash my feet!’ Jesus answered him, ‘If I do not 
wash you, you have no part with Me.’ Simon Peter said to Him, ‘Lord, then wash not only my 
feet, but also my hands and my head.’”

• Matthew 26:31-35, 74-75 – “Then Jesus said to them, ‘You will all fall away because of Me this 
night . . . . But Peter said to Him, ‘Even though all may fall away because of You, I will never fall 
away.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Truly I say to you that this very night, before a rooster crows, you will 
deny Me three times.’ Peter said to Him, ‘Even if I have to die with You, I will not deny You.’ All 
the disciples said the same thing too. . . . Then he began to curse and swear, ‘I do not know the 
man!’ And immediately a rooster crowed. And Peter remembered the word which Jesus had 
said, ‘Before a rooster crows, you will deny Me three times.’ And he went out and wept bitterly.”



“Peter was eager, aggressive, bold, and outspoken—with a 
habit of revving his mouth while his brain was in neutral.” 

“By nature Simon was brash, vacillating, and undependable. 
He tended to make great promises he couldn’t follow 

through with. He was one of those people who appears to 
lunge wholeheartedly into something but then bails out 
before finishing. He was usually the first one in; and too 

often, he was the first one out.” 

—MacArthur, Twelve Ordinary Men, 31-32, 34



Matthew 10:1-4 – “Jesus summoned His twelve disciples and gave them authority over unclean spirits, to 
cast them out, and to heal every kind of disease and every kind of sickness. Now the names of the twelve 
apostles are these: The first, Simon, who is called Peter, and Andrew his brother; and James the son of 
Zebedee, and John his brother; Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew the tax collector; James 
the son of Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus; Simon the Zealot, and Judas Iscariot, the one who betrayed Him.”

• The term “apostle” (v. 1) is more formal than “disciple” (v. 2).

▪ “Apostle” means “sent one” (ἀποστέλλω, apostellō); it refers to representatives who would 
be dispatched to accomplish a specific purpose in the name of a higher authority.

▪ The twelve “apostles” are a much more select group than the larger group of disciples who 
followed Jesus (cf. Luke 10, “seventy”).

• In the four lists of the twelve “apostles” given in the NT,  Peter’s name always comes 
first—indicating his leadership among the group.

But Peter was called by Jesus to be an apostle.



PETER’S PRIMACY IN THE LISTS OF THE TWELVE APOSTLES

Group Matthew 10:1-4 Mark 3:13-19 Luke 6:12-16 Acts 1:13-14

1

Simon (Peter) Simon (Peter) Simon (Peter) Peter

Andrew (brother of Simon) James (son of Zebedee) Andrew (brother of Simon) John

James (son of Zebedee) John (brother of James) James James

John (brother of James) Andrew John Andrew

2

Philip Philip Philip Philip

Bartholomew Bartholomew Bartholomew Thomas 

Thomas Matthew Matthew Bartholomew

Matthew (tax collector) Thomas Thomas Matthew

3

James (son of Alphaeus) James (son of Alphaeus) James (son of Alphaeus) James (son of Alphaeus)

Thaddaeus Thaddaeus Simon (the Zealot) Simon (the Zealot)

Simon (the Zealot) Simon (the Zealot) Judas (son of James) Judas (son of James)

Judas Iscariot Judas Iscariot Judas Iscariot ------



Indeed, Peter was the leader of the Twelve:

• The one whose name is mentioned more than any other name in the Gospels, other than the 
name of Jesus.

• The one who asked—and answered—more questions than all of the other apostles combined.

• One of only three to witness the Transfiguration (Matt 17:1-8; Mark 9:2-8; Luke 9:28:36).

• One of only two to remain close to Jesus during his trial (Matt 26:69-75; Mark 14:66-72; Luke 
22:55-62; John 18:16-18, 25-27).

• The first of the apostles to see the resurrected Christ (Luke 24:34; 1 Cor 15:3-5).

• The one to oversee for the replacement for Judas Iscariot (Acts 1:15-26).

• The first one to preach on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:14ff).

• The first one to make a defense before the Sanhedrin (Acts 4:34-38).

• The first one to bring the gospel to the Gentiles (Acts 10:1-11:18). 



“Peter was exactly like most Christians—both carnal and 
spiritual. He succumbed to the habits of the flesh 

sometimes; he functioned in the Spirit other times. He 
was sinful sometimes, but other times he acted the way a 
righteous man ought to act. This vacillating man . . . was 

the leader of the Twelve”

—MacArthur, Twelve Ordinary Men, 37



It is Peter’s role as “leader of the apostles” that motivated Paul to meet with Peter.

• “To become acquainted” = a visit for the purpose of 
obtaining information.

• Paul did not need Peter to approve his belief in the 
resurrection of Jesus (1 Cor 15:8), his understanding of the 
gospel (Gal 1:9, 11-12), or his apostleship (Gal 1:1).

• Paul needed Peter to provide him with information about 
other details of the life of Jesus. For example:

▪ The specific words of Jesus during the Last Supper (cp. 1 Cor 
11:23-25 with Luke 22:19-20).

▪ Jesus’ instruction on marriage (1 Cor 7:10-12).
▪ The order of Jesus’ resurrection appearances (1 Cor 15:3-7).

“Saints Peter and Paul” –
a painting by El Greco (1590-1600)

Galatians 1:18-19 – “Then three years later I went up to Jerusalem to become acquainted with Cephas, and
stayed with him fifteen days. But I did not see any other of the apostles except James, the Lord’s brother.”
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As a Jew, Peter practiced strict separation from fellowship with Gentiles. 

Peter was raised as a Jew.

• Matthew 10:5-6 – “These twelve Jesus sent out after 
instructing them: ‘Do not go in the way of the Gentiles, and 
do not enter any city of the Samaritans; but rather go to the 
lost sheep of the house of Israel.’”

• Even after Pentecost, Peter’s ministry focused for 
the first two decades on reaching Jews with the 
gospel. 

• Galatians 2:7-9 – “But on the contrary, seeing that I had 
been entrusted with the gospel to the uncircumcised, just 
as Peter had been to the circumcised (for He who effectually 
worked for Peter in his apostleship to the circumcised 
effectually worked for me also to the Gentiles) . . .” “The Apostle Peter Preaches the Gospel 

(at Pentecost)” – an engraving by 
Gustave Doré (19th cent.)



Acts 10:34-48 – “Opening his mouth, Peter said: ‘I most certainly 
understand now that God is not one to show partiality . . . . And He 
ordered us to preach to the people, and solemnly to testify that this 
is the One who has been appointed by God as Judge of the living 
and the dead. Of Him all the prophets bear witness that through His 
name everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins.’ 
While Peter was still speaking these words, the Holy Spirit fell upon 
all those who were listening to the message. All the circumcised 
believers who came with Peter were amazed, because the gift of 
the Holy Spirit had been poured out on the Gentiles also.  For they 
were hearing them speaking with tongues and exalting God. Then 
Peter answered, ‘Surely no one can refuse the water for these to be 
baptized who have received the Holy Spirit just as we did, can he?’ 
And he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. 
Then they asked him to stay on for a few days.”

But Peter launched the mission to the Gentiles.

“Saint Peter in the House of Cornelius” –
an engraving by Gustave Doré (19th cent.)



“The central point of the Caesarea episode [Acts 10:1-11:18] is the 
gradually but decisively emerging conviction that the messianic 

movement of Jesus’ followers is not limited to a particular ethnic 
group but is open to all people, irrespective of their ethnic and 

religious background, provided that they come to faith in Jesus and 
receive God’s Holy Spirit.” 

—Schnabel, Acts, 513

Acts 11:1-4, 17-18 – “Now the apostles and the brethren who were throughout Judea heard that the 
Gentiles also had received the word of God. And when Peter came up to Jerusalem, those who were 
circumcised took issue with him,  saying, ‘You went to uncircumcised men and ate with them.’ But 
Peter began speaking and proceeded to explain to them in orderly sequence, saying, ‘. . . Therefore if 
God gave to them the same gift as He gave to us also after believing in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I 
that I could stand in God’s way?’ When they heard this, they quieted down and glorified God, saying, 
‘Well then, God has granted to the Gentiles also the repentance that leads to life.’”



At the Jerusalem Council (AD 49):

• Acts 15:5-11 – “But some of the sect of the Pharisees who had believed stood up, saying, 
‘It is necessary to circumcise them and to direct them to observe the Law of Moses.’ The 
apostles and the elders came together to look into this matter. After there had been 
much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, ‘Brethren, you know that in the early days 
God made a choice among you, that by my mouth the Gentiles would hear the word of 
the gospel and believe. And God, who knows the heart, testified to them giving them the 
Holy Spirit, just as He also did to us; and He made no distinction between us and them, 
cleansing their hearts by faith. Now therefore why do you put God to the test by placing 
upon the neck of the disciples a yoke which neither our fathers nor we have been able to 
bear? But we believe that we are saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, in the same 
way as they also are.’”
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Peter championed grace in Jerusalem.



• At the Jerusalem Council, when it mattered most, 
Peter delivered the definitive statement in defense 
of the gospel of grace alone through faith alone.

• His statement ensured that there would remain just 
one church with one message of salvation: “We 
believe that we [Jews] are saved through the 
grace of the Lord Jesus, in the same way as they 
[Gentiles] also are” (Acts 15:11).

• Peter immediately demonstrated his conviction by 
travelling to Antioch—where the dispute started—to 
enjoy open fellowship with Gentile believers.



“Two Scholars Disputing,” by Rembrandt (1628). Though the painting has a general 
title, it is assumed that Rembrandt was depicting Peter and Paul in conversation.

But Peter recoiled in Antioch.

Galatians 2:11-14 – “But when Cephas came to Antioch, I 
opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned. For 
prior to the coming of certain men from James, he used to eat 
with the Gentiles; but when they came, he began to withdraw 
and hold himself aloof, fearing the party of the circumcision. 
The rest of the Jews joined him in hypocrisy, with the result 
that even Barnabas was carried away by their hypocrisy. But 
when I saw that they were not straightforward about the truth 
of the gospel, I said to Cephas in the presence of all, ‘If you, 
being a Jew, live like the Gentiles and not like the Jews, how is 
it that you compel the Gentiles to live like Jews?’”



“In Paul’s eyes, this was a piece of play-acting, because Peter had no 
conscientious scruples about eating with Gentiles. Peter’s example, moreover, 

was followed by other Jewish Christians there; worst of all, it was followed even 
by Barnabas. The effect of this action on Gentile Christians must have been 

devastating; they must have felt themselves relegated to the status of second-
class citizens in the church, with no hope of attaining first-class status except by 

submitting to circumcision.”

—Bruce, Peter, Stephen, James, and John, 34-35

• Paul refers to Peter’s actions as “hypocrisy” (Gal 2:14) 
which means “to create a public impression at odds with 
one’s real purposes or motives.” 

• The word was used in ancient Greek to refer to stage 
actors.



• There is no record of Peter’s repentance or of reconciliation between Paul and 
Peter. But it is clearly assumed.

• Six years after the incident in Antioch (AD 49), Paul writes 1 Corinthians (AD 55) 
and refers positively to Peter.

• 1 Corinthians 9:5 – “Do we not have a right to take along a believing wife, even as the rest of 
the apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas?”

• Eighteen years after the incident in Antioch, Peter writes 2 Peter (AD 67) and refers 
positively to Paul.

• 2 Peter 3:15 – “and regard the patience of our Lord as salvation; just as also our beloved 
brother Paul, according to the wisdom given him, wrote to you . . .”

• Peter and Paul also benefited from the help of the same assistants—Silas and 
Mark.
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“The Denial of Saint Peter” –
a painting by Caravaggio (1610)

Matthew 26:69-75 – “Now Peter was sitting 
outside in the courtyard, and a servant-girl came to 
him and said, ‘You too were with Jesus the 
Galilean.’ But he denied it before them all, saying, ‘I 
do not know what you are talking about.’ When he 
had gone out to the gateway, another servant-girl
saw him and said to those who were there, ‘This 
man was with Jesus of Nazareth.’ And again he 
denied it with an oath, ‘I do not know the man.’ A 
little later the bystanders came up and said to 
Peter, ‘Surely you too are one of them; for even the 
way you talk gives you away.’ Then he began to 
curse and swear, ‘I do not know the man!’ And 
immediately a rooster crowed. And Peter 
remembered the word which Jesus had said, 
‘Before a rooster crows, you will deny Me three 
times.’ And he went out and wept bitterly.”

Peter denied knowing Jesus at His trial.



“Christ’s Charge to Peter” – a painting by Raphael (1515)

But Peter was restored by the One he denied.

John 21:15-17 – “So 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, ‘Tend My lambs.’ He said to him again 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, ‘Shepherd My sheep.’ 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 all things; You know that I love You.’ Jesus 
said to him, ‘Tend My sheep.’”

• After Jesus’ resurrection, Peter goes back to his old life (“I am going fishing” – John 21:3).

• Jesus dramatically restores Peter by offering him a new call. It is no longer only “Follow 
Me.” It is now also “Shepherd My sheep.”



“John has the threefold restoration take place in a setting 
similar to where the threefold denial did. It’s like revisiting 

the scene of the crime, only this time getting it right.”

—Ben Witherington III, Fishing for Followers, 73

• Jesus’ restoration of Peter is a beautiful picture of 
gracious condescension. 

• The parallels between the accounts of Peter’s denial and 
Peter’s restoration are remarkable.

• As painful as Jesus’ questions were, it was important for 
Peter to articulate the answers and hear Jesus’ 
response.

“The Penitent Apostle Peter” by 
Anthony van Dyck, 1618



“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

“Thanks to the intercession which his Master made for him in 
a critical hour, he strengthened his brethren and became a 

rock of stability and a focus of unity.”

—Bruce, Peter, Stephen, James, and John, 48



• Peter does go on to “shepherd” Christ’s sheep, 
not only in Jerusalem, but in Corinth and 
Rome; not only Jewish believers, but Gentile 
believers as well.

• His shepherding is particularly evidenced in his 
composition of two letters:

• 1 Peter (AD 64)
• 2 Peter (AD 67)

• Peter also enlists Mark to record his 
recollections of the words and works of Jesus.

“St. Mark writes his Gospel at the 
dictation of St. Peter” – a painting by 
Pasquale Ottini (17th cent)



The author and 
audience: 

“Peter, an apostle of 
Jesus Christ, to those 
who reside as aliens, 
scattered throughout 

Pontus, Galatia, 
Cappadocia, Asia, 
and Bithynia, who 

are chosen” 
(1 Peter 1:1).

The location: 
“She who is in 

Babylon [Rome], 
chosen together 

with you, sends you 
greetings, 

and so does my
son, Mark” 

(1 Peter 5:13).

Peter writes 1 Peter (c. AD 64)

The instrument: “Through Silvanus, our faithful brother (for so I 
regard him), I have written to you briefly, exhorting and testifying 
that this is the true grace of God. Stand firm in it!” (1 Peter 5:12)



“St. Peter Preaching the Gospel in the Catacombs” –
a painting by Jan Styka (early 20th cent.)

2 Peter 1:12-15 – “Therefore, I will always be 
ready to remind you of these things, even though 
you already know them, and have been 
established in the truth which is present with 
you. I consider it right, as long as I am in this
earthly dwelling, to stir you up by way of 
reminder, knowing that the laying aside of my 
earthly dwelling is imminent, as also our Lord 
Jesus Christ has made clear to me. And I will also 
be diligent that at any time after my departure 
you will be able to call these things to mind.”

Peter writes 2 Peter (c. AD 67)

• Peter writes 2 Peter at the end of his life, conscious of his impending martyrdom.



Ultimately, Peter laid down his life for his Savior.

John 21:18-19 – “‘Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were younger, you used to gird yourself and walk 
wherever you wished; but when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands and someone else will gird 
you, and bring you where you do not wish to go.’ Now this He said, signifying by what kind of death he 
would glorify God. And when He had spoken this, He said to him, ‘Follow Me!’”

1 Peter 2:20 – “For you have been called for this purpose [to suffer for what is right], since Christ also 
suffered for you, leaving you an example for you to follow in His steps.”

• Though once a coward, Peter exhibited unwavering courage and gave the good 
confession he failed to give at Jesus’ crucifixion.

• According to tradition, Peter was forced to watch his wife’s crucifixion. As she hung 
dying, he cried out to her, “Remember the Lord!”



“The Crucifixion of Saint Peter”
– a painting by Caravaggio (1601)

• When Peter was readied for his own 
crucifixion, he asked to be nailed to the 
cross head down, because he was not 
worthy to die in the same way as his Lord.

• He was willing to die for Christ—so much so 
that he felt unworthy to do so.



“How different were these two men in social circumstances, 
natural temperament, intellectual power, and spiritual 

opportunity! Yet there is room for both and need of both; and, 
however, different they are essentially one in Christ. He it is Who 

reconciles all differences and provides for the use of the most 
diverse powers in His kingdom.”

—W. H. Griffith Thomas, The Apostle Peter, 141
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