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“Betraying Ourselves”
Mark 8:31-33; Mark 14:26-31, 53-54, 66-72 March 8, 2015

How could someone so close to Jesus get it so wrong? 
Peter is the first disciple to recognize Jesus as the Messiah 
and to profess faith in him. To us he is a hero of the faith. 
We forget that before he was a hero, he failed Jesus at critical 
moments on the way to the cross. We take our heroes “neat”. 
We do not want them diluted with character flaws, clay feet, 
fear of failure or failure of nerve. We do not want them to say 
the wrong thing, stumble in the dark or tell an outright lie. 
Peter did all these things. Before he was a hero of the faith, 
he betrayed Jesus; in betraying Jesus he betrayed himself. 

What happened? Why did Peter get it wrong? Peter 
thought he knew the way things should be. He was sure that 
the path of Jesus, the Messiah, would lead to victory and the 
reestablishment of an independent, strong Israel. He knew 
the prophecies and the hopes of the people. They were deeply 
imbedded in his soul. When Jesus announced “that the Son 
of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the 
elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and 
after three days rise again” (Mark 8:31), Peter knew this was 
wrong. In the strongest language possible, he rebuked Jesus. 
Then Jesus rebuked Peter saying that he was on the side of 
Satan. Peter overestimated his own understanding of the 
inherited tradition in which he stood. 

When we are so sure of the way things are, we can be 
wrong. I have shared with some of you about the time not 
long after our daughter had left for college that I went into 
her room looking for signs of her presence. On her dresser 
were the dried Valentine roses from an old boyfriend; some 
of her unframed artwork was stacked about the wall; on her 
chest of drawers were mementos from Disney World and 
ribbons from horseback riding. What stopped me dead in 
my tracks was something I had never noticed before. She 
had painted on the side of her bookcase a ladder leaning 
against a red brick wall and these words: “We spend our 
whole lives trying to get to the top of the ladder only to find 
that the ladder is leaning against the wrong wall.” She made 
me realize how hard we try to get our children to conform 
to our understanding of success or our understanding of 
the way things are. Peter had leaned his ladder against the 
wrong wall. 

When we are so sure of what we know, we can be closed 
to the new thing God is doing. It is not that we reject the 
wisdom of past generations, but that we use the inherited 
wisdom as the foundation of new understanding. The famous 
church historian, Jaroslav Pelikan, once said in an interview, 
“Tradition is the living faith of the dead; traditionalism is 
the dead faith of the living. Tradition lives in conversation 
with the past, while remembering where we are and when 
we are and that it is we who have to decide. Traditionalism 
supposes that nothing should ever be done for the first time” 
(U.S. News and World Report, June 26, 1989). 

The truth of God is unchanging, but our understanding 
of God’s truth is always partial, limited and conditioned by 
our circumstances and experiences. When we are open to 
the Spirit of God, we can understand, interpret and apply 
this wisdom in new situations and new challenges. Our 
inherited spiritual wisdom is a rudder not an anchor. What 
we know can be our guide so that we can move forward in 
faith without being blown about by every wind of change. 
Wisdom can help us follow the wind of the Spirit that leads 
us into God’s future.  

Peter not only overestimated his knowledge, he 
overestimated his courage and underestimated his fear. 
At the last supper, Jesus told his disciples that his enemies 
would strike the shepherd and the sheep would scatter. 
He told them that they would all desert him. Of all the 
disciples, Peter was the most eager to assert his fierce 
devotion to Jesus. He hung on every word; he stayed by 
his side. He wanted to protect Jesus from danger. Peter 
promised that even if everyone else deserted Jesus, he would 
never leave him. When they came to arrest Jesus, Peter fled 
with the other disciples. Yet, he could not leave his beloved 
master completely. Caught between fear and love, hope and 
despair, courage and weakness, he followed at a safe distance 
and cautiously entered the courtyard of the High Priest. 
In the courtyard a servant recognized Peter as a follower 
of Jesus, but Peter denied knowing Jesus. He denied him 
three times. Each time his denial was more emphatic. The 
last time he cursed and swore that he did not know the man 
they were talking about. When he heard the cock crow the 
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second time, he remembered that Jesus had said he would 
deny him. At the climax of Jesus’ ministry, Peter failed the 
one person he loved most in the world.

In John Bunyan’s devotional classic, Pilgrim’s Progress, 
the main character named Christian represents all of us. 
After his long journey, he approaches the gates to the 
celestial city.  At that moment, he sees another door that 
leads to hell. Christian declares, “Then I saw that there was 
a way to Hell even from the Gates of Heaven.” At the end 
of the journey with Jesus, Peter finds that terrifying door. 
There is not one of us here who does not know the pain 
of failure and betrayal. Our intentions may be good, but 
in the face of danger, threat or trouble, our courage fails 
us. We take the easy path. We put up with conversations 
that ridicule others; we tolerate actions that we know are 
wrong; we fail to stand up against bullying; we do the very 
things that we despise; we become paralyzed by our fear.  

A congregation I once served had few young families and 
even fewer children. It was an older congregation of about 
500 members and our four year old daughter was the only 
child in the nursery. A mission committee made a study 
of community needs. The committee determined that the 
greatest need in that area was for infant care for working 
parents. The plan was to create a Child Development 
Center in a little used wing of the building to provide a 
place to nurture twenty infants and toddlers. The plan 
involved raising renovation funds, moving a few offices 
and hiring a staff. Some on the Session received the plan 
with enthusiasm; others remained to be convinced. A few 
actively fought the plan. They felt it would cause traffic 
and noise problems; it meant moving the closet where the 
church silver was stored; it meant more strangers coming 
into the church; it meant things might get messy; it meant 
taking a risk. I remember one elder who was vehemently 
opposed to the plan. He said that he was against it because 
he liked the way things were, it might rock the boat, and 
the plan might fail. Another elder responded, “Maybe it’s 
time that boat got rocked. The only way we can fail is by 
not trying to meet the needs of our neighbors.” 

The church thrives by taking risks. The church dies 
when we are afraid to step out in the name of Jesus. What 
happens when we fail to follow Jesus? We let our fears 
overwhelm us. We alienate ourselves from God and others. 
We can run from God and run from those we have ignored, 
rejected and wounded. We can turn a deaf ear to the wise 
counsel of others; we can continue on the path that leads 
to irrelevance, destruction and death. When we make that 
choice, we discover that “there is no health in us.” Such a 

life may work for awhile, but ultimately our failure to live 
as courageous people of faith catches up with us.

In betraying Jesus, Peter betrayed himself. He betrayed 
the best hopes and dreams Jesus had for his life. Yet, it was 
not the end. Jesus never gave up on Peter. Jesus never gives 
up on us. Out of our failures, a new challenge emerges. Out 
of our ignorance, a new understanding is formed; out of 
our weakness, a new strength flourishes. Out of the ashes 
of our lives, a new life emerges.

For the moment we are left with Peter weeping in the 
courtyard. He wept tears of grief and shame. Yet, in his 
tears was the promise of a new beginning. For the moment 
we are left to contemplate our own lack of understanding, 
our confusion, our failure of nerve and our betrayal of 
Jesus and ourselves. Sometimes it takes failure to bring us 
to our knees before God. Failure is a part of every life. The 
question is what do we do when we fail? Do we deny our 
mistakes and keep on saying and doing what we know is 
wrong until our lives dry up and wither away? Or, do we 
come to a moment of spiritual honesty when we face the 
truth about ourselves? Do we hear the roster crow? In such 
a moment, we no longer run from God, but run to God 
who is waiting for us to come to our senses.

Only God can make us whole; only God can help us 
learn from our mistakes and make us wiser and stronger. 
The most generous people, the wisest leaders, the most 
compassionate friends, the most humble servants are those 
who have been through the refining fires of failure and, 
by God’s grace, come out on the other side. When we see 
our lives as a spiritual journey, there will always be those 
times we fail. Robert Louis Stevenson wrote, “The saints 
are sinners who keep on going.” Peter had a long way to go 
before this sinner would become a saint.


