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Peter the Penitent – Joss Bray 

We’ve been looking at Peter for the last few weeks – we’ve heard about 

him being in prison, fishing in the deep, being a rock and being a family 

man.  

Peter was also someone who made some big mistakes.   

These were probably some of the biggest mistakes that a Christian can 

make.  

Before we look at those, do you remember the film “Indiana Jones and 

the Last Crusade”? It was the third one with Harrison Ford and Sean 

Connery in, and they were looking for the holy grail. That’s the cup 

Jesus was supposed to have used at the last supper. It was supposed to 

have amazing powers of healing and immortality. This is a film with 

many sermons in it! 

Unfortunately, the Nazis were after it as well for their own purposes. 

Eventually, the climax of the cup race is a confrontation at the entrance 

to a dark tunnel – at the end of which was the actual holy grail. There 

were a series of safeguards that had been put in place to stop people 

getting it of course. The Nazis kept sending unfortunate local soldiers in, 

but after a short time, only their severed heads rolled back out again.  

So they sent Indiana Jones into the tunnel. Luckily, his father had written 

some clues down that he had picked up over many years, as to how to 

get through. The first clue was “only the penitent man shall pass”.  

Well, it turned out that there was a nasty circular blade that came out of 

the wall about neck height when someone went in. The only way to get 

through was to get down low. Indiana realised just in time that the 

penitent man was humble before God and would be kneeling – thereby 

avoiding death by decapitation. 

Great stuff eh? But that’s a film – what about Peter? Well Peter had to 

learn to be humble before God too. You see, Peter wasn’t afraid to 

speak his mind and he was full of good ideas. He also liked to give 

helpful advice to Jesus. He was an extrovert who would say out loud 

what he thought, without necessarily thinking about it first. He knew what 

needed to be done, he was the leader, and he would step forward. 
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In particular, he was certain he that he would be the last man standing 

with Jesus. He even said “Even if all fall away on account of you, I never 

will - even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you”. You might 

say, he was a bit proud and arrogant.  

And as we know – when the chips were down - he ended up completely 

disowning Jesus – saying that he never actually knew him at all. Not 

once, but three times. 

Now that’s a big enough mistake in itself, but at one point before that, 

Jesus actually said to Peter that Satan was speaking through him in 

Matthew 16: 

From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to 
Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, the chief priests and 
the teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to 
life. Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This 
shall never happen to you!” Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! 
You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the concerns of God, but 
merely human concerns.”  

 
These mistakes were made in public – there was no hiding place. How 
do you think Peter felt? Extremely embarrassed and humiliated 
perhaps? We know he wept bitterly after he realised what he had done 
when he disowned Jesus. He wasn’t quite as proud and arrogant then.  
 
However, Peter had known what it felt like to get it spectacularly right. 
His revelation that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of the living God – 
was stunning and spot on. Jesus then told him he was blessed and gave 
him a new name – “the Rock”. Peter must have felt pretty pleased. 
Clearly he was destined for great things and would just get more and 
more important in the kingdom of God – perhaps.  
 
But it was only shortly after that, that he was told off publicly by Jesus for 
being a mouthpiece of Satan. Not such a meteoric rise towards a big 
platform ministry then. 
 

I believe he was learning about being humble before God. He needed to 
know what it meant to be a penitent man. He actually went on to do an 
amazing job for God – leading the church, preaching the gospel 
fearlessly, being persecuted and teaching the church.  
 
The old Peter was gone – the new was here! But – in what sense was 
he new?  
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The most important thing is that Jesus loved him and restored him. He 
was not condemned. He was loved. Jesus built him up rather than tore 
him down. Jesus actually put his trust in Peter to be a vital part of 
building the church – even though he knew exactly how Peter would fail.  
 
Perhaps it precisely because he knew that through Peter’s failures, he 
would learn how to be totally reliant on God. To not be proud and 
arrogant, to not offer God advice, to realise that being humble before 
God was the only way forward – the only way to pass - penitently.  
 
Listen to what Peter wrote in his first letter –  
 
All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, because,  
“God opposes the proud but shows favour to the humble.” Humble yourselves, 
therefore, under God’s mighty hand, that he may lift you up in due time.  

 
Peter had learned this first hand. Here was a man who had been there 
and done it and got the T shirt. It wasn’t a just theory or a good idea – it 
was truth which was pressed right into him - stamped right through him – 
irrevocably ingrained into his personality now. 
 
You see, Jesus did not change Peter’s personality. Peter was still an 
extrovert, he still spoke out, he still stepped out in what he believed, he 
still led. But now – it was with a humble heart. It was God who was going 
to lift him up – and not in any way by his own strength.  
 
He had found out that God does oppose the proud and favours the 
humble – but he does it in a loving and restoring way. What must Peter 
have thought when Jesus gently restored him after the resurrection? 
That must have been amazing. Of course, Jesus also gave him a picture 
of what would happen in the future – which was not all rosy for Peter.  
 
Yes, he would be looking after Jesus’s flock – the church – but he would 
also be forcibly restrained and taken to places he would rather not go. 
Jesus never lies – and he reveals enough to us that we can bear – he 
knows us so much better than we know ourselves. If we are going 
through tough times – remember, Jesus knew it would happen and gives 
us the grace to carry on.  
 
And one more encouraging thing that we can learn looking at Peter’s 
reinstatement by Jesus. Peter didn’t suddenly become perfect! Straight 
afterwards, true to form, Peter pointed at John and said to Jesus “What 
about him?”.  
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Oh dear – a bit of the old Peter coming through there – a bit of disciple 
envy? Well perhaps – but again, Jesus was patient and straight with him 
“what is that to you?” Woops! – you may wonder what Peter felt then – 
“I’ve done it again – I’ve opened my big mouth again” – what will Jesus 
think of me? Well the fact is that Jesus knew all about him anyway of 
course – and still let him lead the church!  
 
How encouraging is that for us! There is no need to be perfect – just 
humble before God and dependent on him. He will work out his plans for 
us.  
 
But there is one thing in particular that we must remember. That is the 
consequence of sin in our lives. Sin is doing what God doesn’t want us 
to. It is being disobedient to God. Let’s face it – sin makes him angry. 
God hates it. Jesus didn’t mince his words about it. It grieves the Holy 
Spirit. And so we shouldn’t take it lightly.  
 
You see, repentance is not a trendy word at the moment – or possibly at 
any moment. But the bible is clear – repentance is needed to enter the 
Kingdom of God. Repentance is turning away from our way and 
following God’s. It is turning our back on sin and instead walking God’s 
way – according to his will. “Your Kingdom come – your will be done”. 
It is about being transformed from wanting to live to gratify our own 
human desires – to be wanting to live for God. Therefore, we should 
have made that clear decision when we became Christians. Saying 
Jesus is Lord means just that – he is Lord of my life – I live for him now.  
 
God is very keen for people to repent – throughout the old testament, 

the people of Israel were encouraged to repent continually – because 

they kept getting it wrong - continually.  

Jesus’s message was - “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.” 

And its good news because forgiveness and reconciliation with God is 

possible. Jesus made it possible when he took the punishment that 

should have been ours. Again, it’s not trendy to talk about the wrath of 

God – but God does hate sin. However, in his mercy and grace, he has 

made a way back to him – a way out of hell. That way is Jesus. 

Listen to Luke in chapter 24 reporting what Jesus said: 

Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, 

“This is what is written: The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the third 

day, and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all 

nations, beginning at Jerusalem. 
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I’m reading this book by Brother Yun called “Living Water”. He’s the 

Chinese pastor who was the subject of another book called “the 

Heavenly Man” about the many persecutions that he and others suffered 

in China for being Christians.  

He writes this (quote from page 18). 

Hard words, but they ring true for me. We have to make sure we have 

fully grasped that initial repentance that turns our lives right around and 

makes us Kingdom facing rather than world facing. Serving God rather 

than ourselves. Dependent on His grace, rather than our resources.   

We need to be determined to not be led into temptation. To not put 

ourselves in positions where we know we will be tempted. This is not 

easy. We should hate sin in the same way God does.  

Sin is like the circular blade in the film – it will cut our head off. It will stop 

us thinking properly, it will deaden us to its damaging effects, it will stop 

us passing on towards the holy grail – if you like. We will be stuck at the 

entrance repeatedly trying to make progress, but repeatedly being 

knocked down. Our ability to fight and stand firm against the enemy will 

be severely impaired.  

Of course, you can take film analogies too far, but the principle that only 

the penitent shall pass is a good metaphor for entering the Kingdom of 

God. The humbleness to accept we have sinned but now we want to 

follow God and rely on him is essential.  

And – we are the same as Peter – we can take heart from that. He was 

an ordinary man, he learnt a lot, his life was changed amazingly, but he 

was still Peter and he definitely wasn’t Peter Perfect! We too still get it 

wrong. So for example - Jesus said this in Luke 17 

Watch yourselves. “If your brother or sister sins against you, rebuke them; and if they 

repent, forgive them. Even if they sin against you seven times in a day and seven 

times come back to you saying ‘I repent,’ you must forgive them.” 

He knows what we are like. We still sin. This is what John wrote in his 

first letter:  

If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we 

confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from 

all unrighteousness. If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar 

and his word is not in us. 
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I am suggesting that there are 2 issues here – one is initial repentance –  

and the second is ongoing confession of sin. Once we have repented, 

we are redeemed by the blood of Christ – when he sacrificed himself for 

us. The bible says we are washed clean by his blood. We then become 

citizens of heaven – children of God. That is the first and vital element of 

Christian life. We have a new destiny and a new hope and a new 

purpose. 

So as Brother Yun wrote – let’s make sure that we have truly repented 

and surrendered our lives to God. This is the challenge. Once we have 

done that we need to live as penitent people. People who have repented 

and turned away from sin. 

Then we will make progress in the race that we are called to run. Then 

we will become all that God wants us to be and do what he calls us to 

do. Then, the church will grow and become an amazing reflection of 

Jesus and we will see extraordinary things happening and many people 

being saved – just like Peter did. 

That’s what I want to see – and I believe God will do it – thank you Lord! 

 

 


