What Is a Christ-follower?

You Can’t Follow Christ from a Distance

Introduction:
Over the past few weeks we’ve been talking about what it means to be a Christ-follower? Last week Pastor Merv shared about following in Jesus’ steps. I’m going to continue on with that theme this morning with a message called “You Can’t Follow Christ from a Distance.”
One of the most interesting characters in all of Scripture is the man called Simon-Peter. He was one of the first disciples whom Jesus called to follow Him. He was a fisherman. While we don’t know what he looked like, the picture we get as we read of him is that of a big, loud man who always seemed to be at the center of what was going on. He was almost always the first to speak – in almost any setting. He was brash, confident, fearless and loyal.

Whenever Jesus asked a question of the twelve disciples gathered around him, almost always it was Peter who would answer. When Jesus was asking His disciples what the perception of the people was of Him, it was Peter who finally spoke up and declared that Jesus “was the Christ, the Son of the living God.” When Jesus began to speak about how He was going to have to suffer and that He was heading to death on the cross it was Peter who spoke up and told Him, “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall never happen to you!” When Jesus later said that even many of His disciples would forsake Him, Peter responded “Even if I have to die with you, I will never disown you.” (Matthew 26:35) Brave words.

We’ve all spoken words in the excitement of the moment. Many of us have heard a good speaker make a great presentation and been inspired and made promises that we’ve had every intention of keeping… But often those words have echoed around in our minds later as we recalled them after we’ve done exactly the opposite. That’s kind of like the story we’re looking at today.

After Peter told Jesus that he would never disown Him, “Then Jesus answered, “Will you really lay down your life for me? Very truly I tell you, before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times!”(John 13:38)

How does Peter go from being willing to lay down his life for Jesus to denying Him at His point of deepest need? How does that happen? How does that happen with us? From my observations this usually springs from disappointment – something happens in our lives that doesn’t line up with the way that we thought it would or should go. In Peter’s case we see this in the garden of Gethsemane. In John chapter 18 we find Judas, leading a detachment of soldiers and officials to arrest Jesus. As they did so, Peter sprang into action, impulsive man that he was. Verse 10 tells us “Then Simon Peter, who had a sword, drew it and struck the high priest’s servant, cutting off his right ear….” In the next verse “Jesus commanded Peter, ‘Put your sword away! Shall I not drink the cup the Father has given me?’” Then it says that all of the disciples deserted Him.

They lead Jesus away to be tried. Mark includes something in his account that he obviously thinks is noteworthy. In Mark 14:54 he writes, “Peter followed Him at a distance.”
What was going through Peter’s mind is something that we don’t know for sure, but we can make some educated inferences. Peter obviously felt that there was a battle that needed to be fought. He had been carrying a sword. We know that the Jews had been waiting for Messiah and had been expecting that He would come and deliver them from Roman tyranny. The common people had gotten to the point where Scripture tells us that they were ready to take Jesus and make Him king by force. (John 6:15)

I think that when Peter told Jesus he was ready to die with Him, he was thinking it would be on the field of battle, not as Jesus was being led off meekly to die on a cross. This wasn’t what he had signed up for – yet Peter had been so convinced that even when many of Jesus’ followers left Him, Peter said that he wouldn’t go. He said, “to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.”(John 6:68)
He seems to have found himself in that mushy middle ground. He couldn’t make sense of the situation. It looked like Jesus was actually going to let Himself be taken and crucified. He wouldn’t even let Peter fight like a man – ordered him, in fact, to put away his sword. So what should he do? His disappointment had led him to disorientation.
Have you ever been there? Have you ever found yourself in that place where you couldn’t figure out what God was doing? As that song says, “I was sure by now, God, You would have reached down and wiped our tears away; stepped in and saved the day. But once again, I say ‘Amen,’ and it’s still raining.” The cancer’s still there. The marriage is still in trouble. Your friend, mother, father, husband, wife, child… died. And we don’t understand. Our head is spinning. This was not the way that it was supposed to go. Like Peter, we can’t just walk away because we know what we know. “To whom shall we go? Only He has the words of eternal life.” But we just don’t get it. So we follow at a distance… and in our minds we wrestle with what it all means.

It’s at that point that the accuser comes in for the kill. Just like what happened with Peter. “Hey, aren’t you one of those Christians, those Christ-followers?” When you’re following from a distance, there’s no strength for a confrontation so you shrug it off. “No, I’m not.” 
Here the accuser comes again. As you’re with your new friends, he says “Hey, did you know that this guy belongs to that church up the street. He’s actually a Christian.” You’re extremely uncomfortable and you say that they must have mistaken you for someone else.

The third times a charm for Peter. As he stands warming himself by the fire, trying to inconspicuously keep track of what’s happening with Jesus, someone else says, “Didn’t I see you in the garden with Jesus? That was my cousin’s ear you cut off.” Peter’s not so brave any more. He’s not eager to be dragged before the court like Jesus. He began to curse, and swore that he had never been with Jesus. 

Denial
Luke records what happens next in Luke 22:61-62. “The Lord turned and looked straight at Peter. Then Peter remembered the word the Lord had spoken to him: ‘Before the rooster crows today, you will disown Me three times.’ And he went outside and wept bitterly.’”
It’s not a great feeling. Have you ever failed God? I have. Have you ever felt the shame when you realize you’ve betrayed the only one who is truly innocent? I have. It’s a horrible feeling. As Peter stood there by that coal fire, and Jesus’ eyes locked on his something just broke. He left the courtyard and wept bitterly.

There’s no record that Peter was there when Jesus was sentenced to death by crucifixion. The soldiers had a complete stranger carry Jesus’ cross up the hill after He’d collapsed under the weight. Jesus’ mother was there as He was crucified. Some of the other women were there. John was there… but not Peter. There’s a very interesting verse that Mark records in chapter 16. As the women went to the tomb on the third day they discovered the stone rolled away and an angel announced that Jesus was risen. He then said, in verse 7: “But go, tell his disciples and Peter…” 
Interesting. I think this speaks to his frame of mind. God knew that Peter probably wouldn’t even consider himself in that company any more. He’d messed up. He’d failed. In fact, John the 21st chapter reveals that, even after Jesus had revealed Himself to Peter, after Peter saw Jesus alive from the dead, he couldn’t get past his failure. In John 21, verse 3 we see that Peter said, “I’m going out to fish.” Normally that’s not that big a deal. A lot of people like to fish. It’s a great way to unwind and relax. But Peter had been a professional fisherman – and the language in the Greek text implies that he was saying more than just “I need a break.” It implies that he was “Going back to fishing.” 
Jesus may be alive, but in Peter’s mind he couldn’t be of any use to him. He’d blown it. He’d messed up. He’d missed his opportunity. So he went out and did what he knew – he fished. Here’s where the story gets interesting.

We need to remember that Jesus called Peter to follow Him; called him from a life of fishing, and told him that He would become a fisher of men. Yet, here was Peter, hurt, confused, disappointed in himself and feeling completely unworthy of being a disciple. 

This is one of the things I love so much about Jesus. He won’t leave you in your failure. You may leave Him, but He’ll never leave you. As Philippians 1:6 says, “He who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion…”
Go home and read through John 21. See how God treats us when we fail. Peter had wept bitter tears of repentance, but he hadn’t been restored. So Jesus comes to the shore near where they are fishing about 100 yards out. They’d been fishing all night and had caught nothing. Jesus calls to them and tells them to throw their nets on the other side. When they do, they pull back nets that are full of fish. Peter, at this point, realizes that it’s Jesus, jumps in and swims to shore, leaving the other disciples to haul in the boats. Typical. 

Notice what it says in verse 8: “When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals there with fish on it, and some bread.” There are only two places in Scripture where it specifically refers to a coal fire. Here, and in the courtyard when Peter denied Jesus. I don’t think that is in accident. You see, when we have traumatic events in our lives, our memories are triggered by our senses. It can be a song, a sensation, a smell, that brings us right back. Peter had denied Jesus three times around a coal fire.

In verses 15-17 Jesus, sitting around a coal fire, asks Peter three different times, “Peter, do you love Me?” Each time, Peter responds, “Feed my sheep.” Finally, the third time, Peter gets frustrated and says, “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!” 

 20 Peter turned and saw that the disciple whom Jesus loved was following them. (This was the one who had leaned back against Jesus at the supper and had said, “Lord, who is going to betray you?”) 21 When Peter saw him, he asked, “Lord, what about him?” 

 22 Jesus answered, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? You must follow me.”
Conclusion: 
Jesus restores Peter by taking him back in his mind to the place of his greatest failure. He then challenges him to do things differently. The call is the same, “Follow Me.” Looking at this man who had denied Him, Jesus calls out the best in him. You’re not a fisherman Peter! If you love me, feed my sheep! How do we demonstrate our love for God – we love people. How can we maintain the resolve to do that – follow close to Jesus. Following from a distance leads to denial.

As Jesus said, in John 15:5, “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.”
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