
Who is the center of your love life? 

Passage: John 21:15-19
Speaker: Pastor James Leonard

John 21:15-19 Jesus Reinstates Peter 
15 When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me 
more than these?” ”Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.” Jesus said, “Feed my 
lambs.”16 Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He answered, “Yes, Lord, you 
know that I love you. “Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.”17 The third time he said to him, 
“Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, 
“Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you. “Jesus said, 
“Feed my sheep. 18 Very truly I tell you, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went 
where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will 
dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.” 19 Jesus said this to indicate the kind of 
death by which Peter would glorify God. Then he said to him, “Follow me!” 

—————— 

Good morning! 

Have you ever let someone down that you really loved? I’m not sure what the circumstances 
were but in the moment you said or did something that betrayed a trusted friend.  

Afterward, you felt horrible about it because you really love your friend and the last thing you 
would ever want to do is to hurt them.  

You’d give anything to go back in time so you could do things differently, but you can’t.   

Worse yet, the person you betrayed knows what you did but you haven’t had the chance to make 
amends so whenever you see them you feel sick. There’s a part of you that wants to run and 
embrace them, but there’s another part of you that wants to run and hide because of the deep 
sense of shame and condemnation you feel.  

That’s where we find Peter in the passage that was read today.  

We’re in the 10th week of an 11-week series entitled “Relate” where we’ve been looking at 
various relationships in the Bible and gleaning insights on what to do or in some cases, what not 
do so we might experience the kind of life and the kind of relationships that God envisioned for 
us and today we’re looking at the relationship that Peter had with Jesus.  
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Throughout the earthly ministry of Jesus, he was trying to prepare his disciples for what was 
coming. The kingdom that he was establishing looked very different from what the disciples 
envisioned. On one occasion Jesus was explaining in detail what would happen to him at the end, 
how he would be handed over, beaten, abandoned, and crucified.   

When Peter heard this he rebukes Jesus and says, that will never happen. Jesus then rebukes 
Peter for standing in the way of what God was intending to do in and through Jesus and then he 
singles Peter out and says, Peter, "I tell you the truth, this very night, before the rooster crows, 
you will deny me three times. 

Again, Peter is insistent that this would never happen, he would never betray the friend he loves, 
but he did!   

When Peter heard the rooster crow after having denied Christ three times, scripture tells us that 
Peter went outside and wept bitterly. 

Today we will be looking at the relationship that Jesus had with Peter but as I mentioned last 
week, all of these accounts in the Bible are not just interesting stories, they are designed to help 
us learn about ourselves, to avoid pitfalls, and to align ourselves with the character of Christ.  So 
what lessons can we learn from Peter that will help us to overcome the obstacles and barriers to 
reaching our own calling?  

After Jesus rose from the dead, he appeared to the disciples on a few occasions but Peter hasn’t 
had the chance to talk with Jesus about what had happened so Jesus makes a point of singling 
Peter out.   

In John 21, 15-19, Jesus asks him a heartfelt question, do you love me?  And of course Peter says 
yes Lord you know that I do, and Jesus responded by saying “Feed my lambs.” Then Jesus asks 
Peter the same question a second time and Peter again says yes Lord, you know that I do, and 
Jesus says “Take care of my sheep.”  Then he asks Peter the same question a third time.   

This time Peter is hurt. Does Jesus not believe him? Is he punishing Peter for denying him? Peter 
says, “You know all things; you know that I love you.” And Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.”  
  
Jesus is telling Peter that if he really loves him, he’ll do what he’s been called to do. To take care 
of his lambs, the church. 
  
Jesus must have known how vulnerable Peter was feeling at this point so he goes on to do 
something really beautiful, he gently restores Peter to the call that he had placed on him. 
Remember that Jesus had previously changed Peter’s name from Simon to Peter (The Rock) and 
had told him that he would build his church on him. That’s a pretty high calling! 
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So Jesus says to Peter, I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went 
where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will 
dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.”  

Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. 

Jesus wanted Peter to know that the past is the past and that he would rise up and fulfill his 
calling!   

Like many of the characters we’ve discussed during the “Relate” series, Peter was an ordinary, 
person just like you and me. He had insecurities, he was impulsive, at times he was hypocritical 
and yet, Jesus knows that Peter will work through those things and we can too.   

As Christians we know that the success of our calling hinges on how well we keep Christ at the 
center of our lives, but in our fallen nature, this is no easy task.  

Scripture tells us that whenever we move Christ out of the center of our lives and allow anything 
else to reign there, that’s idolatry. Idolatry sounds like a very harsh word, but we all struggle with 
it.  

If someone with the kind of love and passion that Peter had could succumb to idolatry, we’re 
vulnerable as well.  

You might say wait a minute, what do you mean by idolatry? What was the idol that Peter was 
harboring?  

Great question! We’re going to get to that let’s look at some of the experiences that Peter had 
with Jesus.  

In Luke 5:1-11 there’s a story of Jesus using Peter’s boat for preaching purposes. In those days 
they didn’t have microphones and PA systems but they knew that sound carries across the water 
so as a crowd was gathering around Jesus, he got into Peter’s boat and asked him to push out a 
ways and Jesus addressed the crowd from the boat.  

After Jesus is finished with his message, he tells Peter to go out where the water is deeper and to 
throw out his net. Peter is reluctant because he’d been fishing the entire night and had caught 
nothing. But because it was Jesus telling him to go out, he went out and cast out his net and as 
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soon as he did, they caught so many fish the nets started to break. They had to call other boats to 
come over and help them.  

When Peter saw what had happened he fell at the Lord’s feet and said,  “Oh Lord please leave 
me—I’m too much of a sinner to be around you.”   

In verse 11 “As soon as they landed, they left everything they knew and followed Jesus.”   

What a beginning.  Jesus knew Peter’s doubts and fears, in the same way he knows our sins, and 
similar to Peter, he wants us to leave the things that have no eternal value behind and to join him 
in the adventure of a lifetime. 

In Matthew 14 there is another story where Peter takes center stage. This time, the disciples are 
on the Sea of Galilee after having spent the day with Jesus. Jesus had told them to go on without 
him so Peter and the rest of the disciples are in the boat, the wind is blowing and night has come, 
when Jesus comes walking on the water. The disciples are terrified because they thought they 
were seeing a ghost but Jesus calls out and says “Take courage, It is I, Don’t be afraid.”  Then 
Peter called to him, Lord is it really you, tell me to come to you by walking on water. ‘All right, 
come,’ Jesus said.’   

Here we see great faith in action. Peter gets out of the boat and walks on the water!  

In our walk with Christ we will be challenged to be bold in our faith.  Whatever boat of security 
we find ourselves in we are being wooed to get out enter into the life of faith with Christ. 

In John 6, we come across a passage where many of the followers of Christ are turning away 
because they are finding his teaching to be too challenging.  

Jesus sees that this is happening Jesus turned to the Twelve and asked, ‘Are you going to leave, 
too?”  Simon Peter replied, ‘Lord, to whom would we go?  You alone have words of eternal life.  
We believe them, and we know you are the Holy One of God.”  

Wow, what a declaration from Peter.  He knew that there was no one like the Christ. 

In Matthew 16, Jesus says to his disciples, “Who do the people say the Son of Man is?”  
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The disciples then give Jesus a few of the answers they had heard and then Peter says, “You are 
the Christ, the son of the living God.”  It is here that Jesus changes Peter’s name from Simon to 
Peter (the Rock) and then Jesus says, upon this rock I will build my church and all the powers of 
hell will not conquer it.”   

Jesus has chosen Peter to build his church knowing that he would deny him three times along 
with all of Peter’s other shortcomings because God knew that Peter’s desire was to keep Christ in 
the center of his life.   

God has placed a call on each of us. We are an indispensable part of the body of Christ and yet 
there will be times that we’re not faithful to our calling. There will be days when we don’t get it 
right. The question is where do we turn when we fail?  

When I was in seminary I had a professor who was just amazing. His name was Martin Sanders 
and everyone wanted to take Martin’s classes because he was such a dynamic speaker and he had 
such an anointing on him. I really thought this guy could do no wrong.  

One day we were in class and Martin was nowhere to be seen. We all waited five minutes, then 
ten minutes, and then we started asking one another if we should wait longer or assume that he 
wasn’t coming. As we were discussing this he arrived and he looked terrible. His hair was messy, 
he looked as if he’d been having a terrible day.  

He went up to the podium and said, class, there have been days when I have been absolutely 
incredible, and by God’s grace there will be days when I will be incredible again! Today is not 
one of those days! 

To me that in itself was incredible because even in the midst of a really difficult day it was 
evident that Christ was still in the center of his life.  

There will be days when we blow it. Days when we lose sight of our calling and move Christ out 
of the center of our lives, and we will need to be restored like Peter was.  

Part of the restoration process has to do with identifying how idols come into our lives so we can 
address them.  

In your bulletin today you will find two concepts, the progression of an idol and the seven A’s of 
confession.   
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These concepts come from Ken Sande’s book The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide to Resolving 
Personal Conflict.   

When Trinity’s Peacemaking Team meets with those seeking resolution to their conflict they’re 
required to read this book.  

I’m going to refer back to this later.  

There are so many great stories about Peter!  The day of Pentecost, his persecution by the church 
leaders, his being imprisoned, raising Tabitha from the dead. 

So many insights that we could glean from his incredible life, but I’d like to focus on two events 
in the life of Peter that exposed an idol that he had that had to be dealt with.    

We find the story in Acts 10. It’s where Peter meets Cornelius, a roman officer “who feared the 
God of Israel.”   

I can’t appreciate the significance of the cultural, religious, political or spiritual barriers that 
existed between the Jews and Gentiles during Peter’s day but I know they were profound.    

If there was a barrier between you and I made of Lego blocks it would only take a swipe of a 
hand to remove it.   

If there was a barrier between us that was made of 1/8 inch plywood it would take a hammer to 
remove it.   

A concrete barrier would require the use of a sledgehammer.   

We can understand how strong a barrier is by the object used to remove it.  So if we used 
dynamite to remove a barrier we would conclude that the barrier was strong.   

What kind of barrier was there between Jews and Gentiles that would require two supernatural 
forces to remove it?   
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First, in Acts 10, Cornelius is visited by an angel from God who tells him to send men to Joppa 
to bring back a man called Simon who is called Peter so he sends two of his servants and a solder 
to meet Peter. 

Then, the following day, Peter is given a vision by God that would prepare him for a meeting 
with the Gentiles. In the Jewish tradition, gentiles were considered “unclean” so a Jew would 
never have anything to do with a gentile.  But in his vision, God tells Peter not to call anything 
impure that God has made clean.    

Peter wakes up from his dream and is pondering what it means when the men sent by Cornelius 
arrive at the house where Peter is staying.  

So Peter and Cornelius meet, and the presence of the Holy Spirit comes upon them.  The barrier 
between Jew and Gentile is broken and the good news of Jesus is now available to the Gentile 
world. 

Wow!  This is a monumental shift in the direction of the church. Now non-Jews are included in 
the family of God.  The church that Peter was called to take care of now looks very different.  

Soon after this incredible encounter where God supernaturally removes the barrier between Jew 
and Gentile, and enables Peter to see first-hand how God was expanding his church.    

In Galatians 2:11-13 the apostle Paul says,  
  
“But when Peter came to Antioch, I had to oppose him publicly, speaking strongly against what 
he was doing, for it was very wrong.  When he first arrived, he ate with the Gentile Christians, 
who don’t bother with circumcision.  But afterward, when some Jewish friends of James came, 
Peter wouldn’t eat with the Gentiles anymore because he was afraid of what these legalists would 
say.   

Then the other Jewish Christians followed Peter’s hypocrisy, and even Barnabas was influenced 
to join them in their hypocrisy.”   
   
The idolatry that emerges in Peter is his fear of man and it manifests itself in his hypocritical 
actions. God had made it very clear to Peter that he was opening the door for gentiles to be a 
vital part of the church but because of Peter’s fear of man, he was turning them into second class 
citizens and potentially creating division in the church.   
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Idolatry will deceive, destroy, and eventually lead us to death. Thankfully Paul loved Peter and 
the church enough to rebuke him.   

It could have been that Peter wasn’t even aware of his idolatry. He might have written off his 
actions as being sensitive to his Jewish friends.  

We may not be aware of our idolatry, but if we don’t root out those idols, the impact will be 
devastating.   

So let’s consider the progression of an idol.  And you may want to reference the insert in your 
bulletin.    

In James 4:1 it says “What causes fights and quarrels among you?  Don’t they come from your 
desires that battle within you?”   

I DESIRE:  
We all have desires.  There are some desires that oppose God’s word like hatred, jealousy, 
vengeance, lust but some are not.  God wants to satisfy our desires.  “Take delight in the Lord 
and he will give us the desires of our heart.”  Psalm 37:4.   

Once we desire something enough, it may progress to a demand.  

I DEMAND:  
“Unmet desires have the tendency of working deeper and deeper into our hearts.  When an unmet 
desire goes from I wish I COULD have this to I MUST have this;  even If the initial desire was 
not inherently wrong, it can grow into something that controls our thoughts and behavior and we 
call that an idol.   

This control of our thoughts and behavior can be referred to as a “functional god.”   

You can ask yourself what can be called x-ray questions that reveal the true condition of your 
heart.  What do I fear?  What do I trust?  What do I avoid?    

If only, fill in the blank, then I would be happy, fulfilled or secure.   

What am I preoccupied with?  (What are your knee jerk responses to those questions?) 
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How do we know the motivation of our heart?   

Does our BEHAVIOR line up with God’s definition of love in 1 Corinthians 13:4-7?   “Love is 
patient and kind.  Love is not jealous or boastful or proud or rude.  Love does not demand its 
own way.  Love is not irritable, and it keeps no record of when it has been wronged.  It is never 
glad about injustice but rejoices whenever the truth wins out.  Love never gives up, never loses 
faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance.” 

Does our ATTITUDE reflect the Fruit of the Sprit?   

If we let a good desire become a consuming demand then we are serving the idol and not the 
Lord. 

Then after I Demand, comes I Judge! 

I JUDGE:  
We begin to sinfully judge others, which can be characterized by feelings of superiority, 
indignation, condemnation, bitterness or rejection.  Sinful judging also involves speculation on 
the motives of others.  We expect people to give allegiance to out idol.   

(Where in your life, relationships are these familiar feelings and thoughts?)  

After judgment comes punishment! 

I PUNISH:   
Idols always demand sacrifices.  We lash out with our tongue, we ignore or discount the other 
person, we attack or withdraw emotionally, we place blame and shame, and there is 
condemnation.   

How do you punish others?  Remember punishment is for revenge. Inflicting pain on others is 
one of the surest signs that an idol is ruling our hearts.   

When we become aware of the idolatry in our lives and the impact our behaviors and attitudes 
have had on others, the first thing we need to do is to repent and confess those things to the Lord.  

In the bulletin is a suggested outline to help with any confession.  It’s not an easy process and it 
always takes time! 
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But scripture reminds us that here is no condemnation for those who belong to Christ Jesus.   

Peter learned that there was an endless supply of God’s forgiveness, grace and mercy.  He 
experienced it on a very deep and personal level.  

We know that Christ chose him, sin and all, to be his rock, and we know that Peter went on to 
overcome his idolatry and to become a champion for the church, gentiles and all.    

You and I have a great role in the story of God as our own story unfolds and if we do the hard 
work of identifying those areas in our lives where Christ has been pushed out of the center, only 
God knows the incredible impact we will have.   
One thing for sure is that nothing can separate us from the love of Jesus. 
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