26 July 2015 : What was Peter’s love for Jesus? : John 21 : 15-25  
Poor old Peter. As ever, leading with his chin, a classic case of foot-in-mouth disease, call it what you like, the fact was he had boldly declared he would never ever leave Jesus or be unfaithful to Jesus, no matter if the sky itself fell in. And, like so many of us, he found it much harder to deliver on a promise than it ever was to make it. Think back to the last night of Jesus’ earthly life, and the traumas that piled in on Peter like a rugby scrum.

The unthinkable happened. An ashen-faced Judas Iscariot led the soldiers to the garden of Gethsemane to arrest Jesus. In anger, Peter lashed out and left one of the soldiers doing a Van Gogh impression. Make no mistake, it wasn’t the ear Peter had been aiming for, in an attempt to defend his best friend – a friend who promptly turned round, rebuked Peter for his action, and healed the soldier’s ear. What is it with you, Jesus? : a very confused Peter would reflect in the wee sma’ hours of the morning as he followed his master.

Into the High Priest’s courtyard, and it became all too obvious just how ugly the situation really was for Jesus. Accusation heaped upon accusation, lie heaped upon lie, and it was clear that Jesus wasn’t going to walk away from this one. His number was well and truly up, and no prizes for guessing who was next for the chop – the big fisherman with the even bigger mouth, the fiery temper, and the blood-and-earwax-stained sword.
And so when he was recognised as a fellow-traveller with Jesus, Peter was in no hurry to confirm his identity. In fact, three times in quick succession, with increasing vehemence and ever more generous use of words not found in any reputable version of Scripture, Peter threw a strop and insisted he had nothing to do with Jesus, and wouldn’t know Jesus if he’d sailed into his bathtub wearing a Mr Blobby outfit. Frank Campbell paraphrase!

And at the third stroke of denial, it was precisely cock-crow. Good morning Jerusalem! Another lovely day in store, with a temperature high of 28 degrees expected. But at that cock-a-doodle-doo moment, “lovely” didn’t cut it. The guilty bleary eyes of Peter met the piercing eyes of Jesus, and Peter’s world fell apart faster than a flat-pack bedside unit. 
It was the exact nightmare scenario Jesus had predicted : Matthew 26.75 : Then Peter remembered the word Jesus had spoken: ‘Before the cock crows, you will disown me three times.’ And he went outside and wept bitterly. Or, as The Message translation puts it : He went out and cried and cried and cried. 

I wonder how often, in the ensuing days and weeks, Peter returned in his mind to that moment of abject misery? I wonder how often, in the long watches of the night, Peter would sob and weep sleeplessly, torturing himself with nauseating waves of guilt, condemnation and inadequacy? And Satan, the arch-enemy, the accuser of the brethren, the liar, thief and murderer, would ensure that, in the words of Sandie Shaw’s 1964 No.1 : There’s always something there to remind you.
Nothing is so toxic to our self-esteem than the cold bitter realisation that we have failed someone we love – or, at least, someone we ought to have loved. Nothing is so destructive to the joy and the peace we were created to live in than the crushing burden of guilt and condemnation.

The tide of events at Gethsemane, tumbling into the High Priest’s courtyard, and crashing on to the rock of the skull, Golgotha, where Jesus was crucified, played in Peter’s brain on a never-ending loop, trapping him in a sense of worthlessness and terminal failure. Even after the resurrection of Jesus, Peter’s confidence was eroded almost to non-existence. How could he, such a faithless spineless worm, ever be worthy of such a Saviour’s love?
And I suspect that Peter’s continual beating himself up over his own failures will find a ready echo in the hearts of quite a number of people in church on any given Sunday, maybe even this church, this Sunday. Guilt is a very powerful force. It is also a totally evil and demonic force. It is one of the devil’s favourite tools to disable Christians and leave us ineffective and unfit for battle. I need hardly add that the muck-raking that destroys lives to sell certain papers or boost viewing figures shares the self-same root in the pit of hell.

It is a tragedy of our age that guilt sits so comfortably and feels so at home in the pews of our churches, and that occasionally religion will even welcome guilt in, invite it to hang up its coat and hat, and serve it freshly-brewed coffee and home-made scones. I can fully appreciate the evangelistic passion that lies behind the turn-or-burn message, or the zeal for a better world that finds expression in dire warnings about our nation’s supposed failings regarding climate change or welfare reform. I understand it because I’ve done it.

And I’ve been wrong to do it. Anything that is calculated to shame people into a change of mind and heart isn’t faithful to the heart of Jesus. Guilt can never be a midwife of revival. Have I ever made that mistake? Yes. Do I feel guilty about it? No. Because the gospel is, above all, one of forgiveness. There is no sin so black and no past so bleak that the cross of Jesus collapses under its weight, that the blood of Jesus is not sufficiently plentiful and pure to wash whiter than snow. Listen very carefully to what I’m about to say.

Nothing you have ever done, nor failed to do, comes within a million miles of cutting you off and disqualifying you from the grace of God to forgive, restore and make new. Even if, up to the early hours of this morning, you were an international arms dealer or drug baron, even if, up to the moment you set foot in this church, you were a raging psychopath or an undercover operator for Islamic State, there is complete freedom for you in the blood of Jesus, effective now, and when you say yes to Jesus, there IS no condemnation.

Guilt belongs in church about as much as a rattlesnake with a hangover. In spiritual terms it really is a weapon of mass destruction. Guilt eats away at your life, from the inside out. There are a whole host of serious physical conditions that medical science recognises as direct consequences of guilt, and of course the effect of guilt on personal relationships is disastrous. The bottom line is that there is no need for a born-again person to experience guilt. Romans 8.1 : There is NO condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.
Guilt is a demonic deception, a classic case of identity theft – robbing you of your true place in the family of God and trapping you in a cell of feeling unworthy. Let me tell you straight. Murder won’t keep you from receiving God’s best. Robbing a bank won’t keep you from receiving God’s best. The blood of Jesus is more than enough to wipe those out. 
But guilt will keep you from receiving God’s best. In that sense, guilt is worse than murder, adultery, credit card fraud, because, along with its floozie condemnation, it will  steal your confidence in the grace of God, it will make you feel you cannot even begin to approach God after all that you have done. The worst thing about guilt and condemnation is that these curses of the law make the cross of Christ ineffective for you.

Do not give them house room, not for one instant. Guilt serves no useful purpose, it is a lie of the devil. Now, do what your Uncle Frank tells you. I don’t care what you’ve done wrong. Stop worrying about it. Instead, give thanks that the blood of Christ shed at the cross has paid for it many times over. If you are a believer, you are forgiven, and God has forgotten. There is only one who is reminding you and he is not your friend.

If someone has been hurt by your actions and the Holy Spirit shows you how to put that right, do so, preferably the minute you get home from this service. If not, forget it, get over it, stop renting space in your mind to what’s over and done with, and get on with your assignment from God. That was the problem facing Peter in John 21.15-16, a problem that Jesus had to address, or Peter would have been totally useless for the big task awaiting him

So, since Peter had said no to Jesus three times, Jesus gave him three opportunities to say yes to Him. But there’s a vital point in these verses that’s completely lost in the English translation, and it has to do with the overloading in the English language of the word love, which we might legitimately use in a whole range of contexts from God, through our various family members, to fish and chips out of a newspaper. But it doesn’t take much imagination to realise that love means quite different things in each of those examples.
In the original Greek, when Jesus asks Peter : do you love me? : he uses the word agapeo, which is the highest, most unselfish, most godly kind of love. When Peter responds : Yes, Lord, you know that I love you : he doesn’t use agapeo, but phileo, which is nothing to do with young female horses nor cream cheese, but is rather the sort of affection one friend has for another. I don’t know if you knew about that little play on words, but I’m sure you will concede that there is a marked contrast between those two definitions of love.
Jesus asks a second time, again using agapeo. Once more, Peter responds, using phileo.

Embarrassing as this almost certainly was for Peter, it was also a healing interview. Why? Because it enabled him to get beyond the bluster and the bravado to the reality of where his heart actually was, and how far he had to go to get to where Jesus wanted him to be. Like the addict who has to recognise that he is an addict before he can ever be set free from his addiction, Peter had to recognise the limitations of his present way of thinking.

The third time, Jesus adopts Peter’s word, phileo. He meets Peter where he actually is, not where Peter liked to pretend he was. I find that immensely comforting. I don’t have to put on a face for Jesus. He knows my heart, He knows my limitations. He knows that my spirit is willing but my flesh is often weak. He knows that although in my spirit I am exactly like him in this world, my soul and my body are still playing catch-up. 

And you know what? Jesus is OK with that. Jesus isn’t offended by our imperfections. Nor do they comes as a surprise to Him. When we are an open book before Him, He can start turning the pages and lead us into new chapters of spiritual growth and fruit-bearing. But when we try to hide our true work-in-progress selves behind a religious façade, it’s like an elephant trying to escape the zookeeper by skulking behind a bus ticket. Silly, pointless and, from Jesus’ point of view, a bit frustrating as the joke wore out long ago.

This more-than-slightly awkward conversation was, in fact, just what Dr Jesus ordered for Peter, because it got things back on to a footing of reality and integrity. Peter understood that he wasn’t the hot-shot he’d once pretended to be, but also that Jesus loved and accepted him exactly as he was, and there was no need to try to impress him. That’s a big deal for us to grasp, that Jesus is honoured by that level of honesty and integrity, not by hype and hypocrisy. Relationships can’t work by fantasy and wishful thinking
Can we all, please, get to that place of integrity before the Saviour – realistic enough to acknowledging that we’re not there yet in terms of spiritual maturity ; humble enough not to judge others because we don’t meet the test Jesus set to cast the first grain of sand, never mind the first stone ; but above all jumping for joy inside because Jesus loves us and accepts us just as we are, and calls us and equips us to go out there and change the world one day at a time and one person at a time, purely by His grace?    

Go from here today, knowing that, irrespective of what may have gone before, you are a dearly-loved and individually treasured child of God, richly blessed and greatly favoured, forgiven and free, anointed to live and share the abundant life of Christ. Enjoy it.

