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Introduction 
 Have you ever struggled with being paralyzed by what people think of you?  
Inordinate worry over the unspoken opinion that other people have of you can hold you 
captive and it can be real bondage.  The fear of losing face or drawing disapproval 
controls everybody at some level or another.  It’s not just a phase in Junior High that we 
all outgrow.  Call it people pleasing, call it insecurity, call it peer pressure, call it co-
dependency, call it low self-esteem, call it what you will, but it’s common to all people.  
We care about what people think of us and it affects our behavior.  We all hate it in 
ourselves and yet we just can’t seem to escape its control over our lives entirely. 1 
 This nagging pathology that thinks – “Will people like me?  What will they think 
of my clothes, my house, my cooking, my looks, my work, my education, my sense of 
humor?  Will I be accepted?  I’m not as cool as him or as confident as her.” – is 
combated a couple of ways.  One type of person retreats into a shell, is afraid to speak up, 
and becomes crippled by this fear.  I’m sure we’d all agree that this kind of life is not 
desirable. 

Others deal with it by seeking to boost their self-esteem.  They look themselves in 
the mirror and say, “I’m good enough, I’m smart enough, and doggone it, people like 
me!2  I have nice clothes, a nice house, good looks, good job.  I’m smart, I’m funny.  
People should accept me.  In fact, I’ll be the one that either accepts or makes fun of 
people.”  They find reasons within themselves to allay those gripping fears of rejection.  
There’s another name for self-esteem – pride.  The real cocky people actually get to the 
point that they believe they’re all that.  And the vanity does provide a solution to the 
problem of being controlled by the opinion of others, but it’s only a temporary solution, a 
quick fix.  What happens when your abilities or talents fail you or your fancy possessions 
are stripped away; when the foundation you’ve built your security on crumbles?... 
because it will.  This approach just covers up the reality that we all know deep down – 
that we’re not self-sufficient, that we don’t measure up. 

The controlling fear of people is a universal problem.  Everyone has faced it and 
is dealing with it right now in some fashion.  And so it’s no surprise that the Bible 
actually talks a lot about it.  It also shouldn’t surprise you that the Bible puts forward a 
different solution than those two I mentioned or any others that people might normally 
try.  I think it’s quite profound.  It’s not easy.  Christians will still struggle with those 
feelings, the story of a man named Peter that we’re looking at today displays this pressure 
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in lucid detail.  But the Bible’s prescription, if followed, is so freeing and actually deals 
with the problem.  That prescription is just this: rest in God’s approval of you on 
account of Christ and don’t be dependent on the approval of humans. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Peter’s Problem 
 It had been an eventful evening.  The tension that Luke causes us to feel has been 
building throughout the whole story and during the final week of Jesus’ earthly life has 
reached its limit.  The final night was a time laden with meaning and significance.  Jesus 
is approaching his life’s goal – an unparalleled death on the cross – with eyes wide open.  
It was ironically this world’s brightest moment and simultaneously its darkest hour.  As 
Jesus is preparing for this climactic event, his most intimate followers are completely 
immune to the significance of the events surrounding them.  They’re still reacting just 
like the rest of the world would – jockeying for power, cavalier, undisciplined in prayer, 
and violent. 
 The leader of the pack, Peter, has been singled out by Jesus as someone 
particularly susceptible to the ordinary patterns of this world.  Jesus predicts very 
specifically that Peter is going to deny three times that he knows Jesus prior to the cock-
a-doodle-do of a rooster (22:34).  Peter is overly confident of his own strength and 
exclaims that this could never happen, but as we’ll see today, his high self-esteem was 
unfounded because his own will power and strength turned out to be frail.  In Jesus’ 
prediction of Peter’s denial, however, we see unmistakably that Jesus is committed to 
Peter.  He has prayed for him and has predicted a turning back and a significant role for 
him among the early church.  Jesus has a firm grip on Peter and his power and strength 
are truly invincible. 
 Let’s look more specifically at Peter’s plight in this story of Jesus’ arrest, trial, 
and crucifixion.  Luke doesn’t name names, but we know from John’s Gospel that it was 
Peter who drew the sword and whacked off the ear of one of the high priest’s servants.  
Imagine his surprise when he quickly notices that his master is not pleased with his 
bravery and as he watches Jesus being seized and led away into the darkness and to the 
house of the high priest.  Confusion and panic spread over the disciples as their Lord is 
taken without a fight.  They don’t know what to do, so they disperse and run away (cf. 
Mt. 26:56).  Peter, racked with despair and confusion (and a sense of curiosity), follows 
the SWAT team at a distance back to the city… all the way to the complex of the high 
priest. 
 The main instigator of Jesus’ arrest is the Jewish religious establishment, led of 
course by the high priest.  He was to Judaism what the pope is to Roman Catholicism.  
Without the power to execute, though, the Roman government will have to be involved as 
well.  But first he goes to the house of the high priest – a large compound with an open 
courtyard in the middle.  In this courtyard servants and other night owls gathered.  Jesus 
is inside and outside on this cool, spring night Peter is huddled around the fire trying to 
stay warm and trying to figure out what’s going to happen to Jesus. 
 Verse 56 – “A servant girl saw him seated there in the firelight.  She looked 
closely at him and said, ‘This man was with him.’”  The servants of the house and men 
on the street know the big news of the night.  Jesus, the teacher from Galilee, has been 



3 

arrested and brought downtown for questioning.  This servant girl recognizes Peter’s face 
from his appearances with Jesus at the temple and she tells the others around the fire, 
“Hey, here’s one of Jesus’ disciples!  Look everybody!”  “But [Peter] denied it.  
‘Woman, I don’t know him,’ he said.  That’s 1. 
 “A little later someone else saw him and said, ‘You also are one of them’” (v. 
58a).  Someone else places Peter’s face with the band of ragamuffins that have caused a 
stir around the city with their unique teachings and way of life.  He identifies Peter as one 
of the disciples.  “‘Man, I am not!’ Peter replied” (v. 58b).  “That’s crazy!”  That’s 2. 
 Now Jesus has been before the high priest being grilled for awhile.  It’s the wee 
hours of the morning and the crowd is still gathered around the house.  “About an hour 
later another asserted, ‘Certainly this fellow was with him, for he is a Galilean’” (v. 59).  
It’s like if someone were arrested in Chicago from Minnesoooooota and you were down 
at the Daley Center awaiting the deposition you could probably identify the family and 
friends of the defendant waiting outside by their accent.  Or better yet, someone from 
Alabama.  Peter’s dialect makes him suspicious and when identified again with Jesus 
“Peter replied, ‘Man, I don’t know what you’re talking about!’” (v. 60a).  A vehement 
denial that he has anything to do with Jesus.  That’s 3. 
 Okay, so what’s going on here?  What phenomenon is at play?  Why would Peter 
say in v. 33, “Lord, I am ready to go with you to prison and to death,” and then by v. 60 
have adamantly denied 3 times that he even knows Jesus?  This is a classic example of 
the fear of people.  He is not confident to be himself because he was actually Jesus’ right 
hand man!  He is afraid of something.  He senses that others might not take too kindly to 
him if he is known to be associated with Jesus.  He’s controlled by other people’s opinion 
of him.  You can hear it in his voice.  The nervous over zealousness gives away a deep 
fear of other people.  Gone is the brazen boldness of Peter the rock.  He’s cowering in 
fear of people’s reaction to him.  Maybe it’s physical harm (that he could be arrested too) 
or maybe it’s just the ostracism and ridicule he fears, or maybe both.  But he’s clearly 
gripped by this feeling. 
 I don’t know about you, but I can totally relate.  Much of my social behavior is 
determined and restricted by what people will think of me.  “Will they think I’m cool?” – 
among non-Christians.  “Do they think I’m holy?” – among Christians.  “Do they think 
I’m smart or funny or…? – among other people.  I’m scared of you right now – “Do they 
think this is a good sermon?”  Sometimes I struggle with lying or exaggerating the truth 
to make things seem more exciting or more like what I think other people want to hear.  
When I read this story of Peter, I can totally understand what’s going on inside him 
because I’ve been there so many times. 
 How many of you have been there?  Ever spent over 30 minutes picking out an 
outfit to wear in the morning?  Ever been so afraid that what you might say will sound 
stupid that you go through an entire social event without opening your mouth?  Ever 
fudged on the truth a little to make it sound more appealing?  Ever been embarrassed to 
be seen in public with a certain person?  Ever flatly denied something that was true 
because the consequences might cause you some inconvenience or ridicule or shame?  
Are people sometimes so BIG to you, that you feel controlled by them?  I know that 
Peter’s story is not all that unique. 
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Peter’s Solution 
But what’s the way out of this trap?  How do we deal with this power that holds 

such sway over us?  Well, let’s look at the rest of Peter’s story and see if it gives us any 
clues.  “Just as he was speaking [and denying he knew Jesus 3 times], the rooster crowed.  
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” (vv. 60b-62).  Jesus is probably being escorted 
across an open corridor from the interrogating chamber to the hall of the Sanhedrin, the 
governing body that is about to convene a rigged trial based on trumped up charges. 

The cock crow and the penetrating look of the Lord cause Peter to realize what 
he’s just done.  He feels horrible, but it’s a different kind of horrible than what someone 
normally feels when they realize how controlled they’ve been by other people.  Darrell 
Bock comments, “He departs, weeping bitterly.  His heart knows what he has done.  The 
pain of his action expresses his real allegiance.”3  His bitter weeping shows contrition, 
not self-pity or self-hatred.  By his weeping he displays his heart’s affection for Jesus and 
his remorse for allowing the opinions of men to cause him to disown Jesus.  These are 
tears of brokenness and repentance. 

The summer after my freshman year of college God’s good providence led me 
through the second hardest summer of my life so far.  For a summer job I went to 
Auburn, NY in the Finger Lakes region to live for 3 months and sell educational books 
door to door.  I worked 80 + hour weeks cold calling all the houses in the county.  It was 
a time when I came face to face with the fear of man residing in my own heart.  I would 
have doors slammed in my face 30x a day.  One time a lady even chased me back to the 
car with a broom, yelling at me.  I became so paralyzed by fear that I can remember 
circling a house for nearly an hour trying to get up the nerve just to go knock on the door.  
It was awful! 

Some people, believe it or not, would let me in to go through my sales pitch and 
even a few would actually buy the stuff.  But of the ones I got to talk to they would 
always ask me where I was going to school and what I was studying.  I was afraid to 
answer straightforwardly, because I was a Bible major and in liberal up-state New York 
that didn’t help you get many sales.  I didn’t want to lose rapport by letting them know I 
was a Christian. 

I can remember this one time very clearly when I was asked the question and I 
responded that I was studying political science, which was partially true – I was a 
Bible/Theology major with a poly-sci minor.  But it was a clear avoidance of being 
labeled a Bible weirdo.  When I got back into the car and started to drive away I began to 
sob and cry.  I felt like Peter.  For fear of what might happen I had denied my association 
with the Lord.  I wept bitterly and begged the Lord’s forgiveness and vowed from then on 
to always say unashamedly that I was a Bible major, studying to be a pastor.  And what 
do you know, it turned out to be a launching pad for many interesting conversations.  
That’s my Peter-like experience.  The moment of tear-filled realization was a moment of 
sincere contrition. 

Now what do you think the look from Jesus was like?  Was it a scowl?  Was it 
with furrowed brow and anger?  Was it a look of shock?  Was it a ‘see I told you so’ 
look?  It was without a doubt a look that communicated that Jesus knew what Peter had 
just done.  Remember: he foretold it.  But based on Jesus’ words in v. 32 stating that 
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Peter was different than Judas and that he had prayed for Peter and would restore him and 
based on the overall attitude we see in Jesus with his disciples, especially during their last 
night together, I think Jesus’ penetrating look conveyed a sense of grace.  It was a look 
that said, “Peter, I know what you’ve done, and yes it’s bad but remember – I’ve prayed 
for you so that your faith may not fail.  Now I have to go so that I can die for you, Peter, 
and make it possible for you to be saved.”  A look can express so much, can’t it? 

Peter’s actions here display with great skill what it’s like to be controlled by the 
fear of man.  But we also see here a hint as to what can free us from such bondage.  
When we take into consideration the big picture of what Jesus is about to do and then the 
rest of the story of Peter’s life it becomes clear that there is a way out of this slavery that 
holds so many people captive.  There is a way to stop the cycle, to fight the feelings of 
insecurity and compliance.  It’s to rest in God’s approval of you on account of Christ 
and not be dependent on the approval of humans. 

Let me explain how it works.  Think about it – our addiction to the praise of men 
and fear of their rejection is really an indicator that points to the reality of our sin.  What 
do I mean?  Well, we’re all born sinners and consequently sin, meaning we all turn our 
backs on God and reject him under the illusion that other things are more satisfying and 
enjoyable.  One of those things we try to replace God with is relationships with other 
people.  We seek to find our fulfillment in the acceptance and approval of people.  Yet, 
first of all, they’re all sinful too and eventually let us down and disappoint us.  And 
secondly, because we’re alienated from God we have this unshakeable feeling that 
something’s wrong with us… because something is.  We can’t escape the reality of our 
distorted hearts and so we have this irritating and inescapable fear that others will 
discover our inadequacy and reject us.  And the fear grips us. 

It should be enough to show us that we’ve got a deep problem that therapy and 
increased self-esteem can’t help, namely a sin problem.  But precisely because of our sin, 
we can’t admit that and we keep slavishly seeking after other’s approval and only go 
deeper in isolation and bondage.  Our constant yearning for the approval of men that 
drives us to put on shows and play games and alter our behavior derives from a 
subconscious awareness of what the Bible calls sin.  It’s a devastating trap that seems to 
have no way out. 

But what if there was a way out?  What if there was a way to get out from under 
the suffocating smog of sin; to have that acceptance and approval you so desperately 
want?  What if there was a way to be restored to God and to firmly know that he 
approves of you no matter what other people think?  That’s what Jesus came to do!!  
That’s what the cross accomplishes!  Jesus consented to drink the awful cup of God’s 
wrath in the Garden of Gethsemane and he willingly went with the armed guards when 
they came to seize him so that he could go to the cross to assume the sin of those who had 
and would put their faith in him and to exhaust the penalty that sin required.  He bore our 
shame and scorn and divine disapproval in our place so that we could stand before God 
clothed in the righteousness of Christ, enjoying irrevocable fellowship with the Father. 

On account of Christ, we can be completely accepted by God.  COMPLETELY!!  
We can know that God himself, our Creator, the One who made us inside out and knows 
us better than we know ourselves, is all for us.  And “if God is for us, who can be against 
us?” (Rom. 8:31).  It’s an extremely freeing realization – that all those people’s approval 
I sought after in vain doesn’t matter because the God of the universe has accepted and 
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adopted and approves of me.  To know this and rest in it makes the bonds of people 
pleasing and peer pressure loosen and fall off.  And then, without those fears controlling 
you like a puppet on a string, you are free to live and enjoy life by means of serving God. 

That’s the only way out: taking ownership of your sin and fully recognizing that 
that’s what drove Jesus to the cross and looking to the cross in faith that it was your sin 
that was paid for up there.  Then and only then can you experience the unflinching 
acceptance you so stubbornly searched for in all the wrong places.  And resting secure in 
that acceptance you can face your peer’s around you without a slavish dependency on 
their acceptance and a paralyzing fear of their rejection because you have the full 
acceptance of God and have no fear of his ultimate rejection. 

Now let me explain how it worked for Peter.  As he witnessed the dead Jesus 
hanging on the cross and then the resurrected Jesus walking around and teaching him and 
the others, the message of the gospel became clear to him and he realized all that was 
contained in that loving look at the high priest’s compound.  He realized what Jesus had 
done for him.  His faith did not fail, it grew.  John tells us of an instance when the 
resurrected Christ restored Peter in a three-fold fashion reminiscent of the three-fold 
denial.  Jesus forgave him!  And Luke tells us in volume II of his work, The Acts of the 
Apostles, in chapter 2 that Peter has no fear of crowds or public speaking, but is talking to 
thousands of people about what Jesus has accomplished and the acceptance that’s 
available in him.  That’s a picture of boldness. 

A little later in chapter 5 Peter’s relentless proclamation of Jesus has drawn the 
disapproval of Jewish leadership.  Does Peter, in fear of them, quiet down?  No!  He tells 
them straight to their faces “We must obey God rather than men!” (Acts 5:29).  The 
result: “[The leaders] called [Peter and] the apostles in and had them flogged.  Then they 
ordered them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go.  The apostles left the 
Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the 
Name.  Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they never stopped 
teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Christ” (Acts 5:40-42).  
Something happened in Peter that freed him from the reigns of peer pressure. 

Does that mean that he and we, once we believe the gospel and trust that Christ 
died for us, never struggle with the fear of people again?  Well, no.  We still have to bring 
to mind repeatedly the fact that people’s opinions should not affect us or control us 
because we are completely loved and accepted in Christ.  We have to preach that to 
ourselves and have others preach it to us to snap us back to reality.  Even Peter later in his 
life, slipped back into this temptation.  Paul tells us about it in Galatians 2:11-12 – 

 
“When Peter came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he was 
clearly in the wrong.  Before certain men came from James, he used to eat 
with the Gentiles.  But when they arrived, he began to draw back and 
separate himself from the Gentiles because he was afraid of those who 
belonged to the circumcision group.” 
 
He lapsed and allowed himself to be controlled by people’s opinions and acted 

wrongly, but Paul rebuked him and he repented and rested on Christ’s sacrifice for him 
and moved forward to write two books of the NT.  In 1 Pet. 3:14 he advises, “Even if you 
should suffer for what is right, you are blessed.  ‘Do not fear what they fear; do not be 



7 

frightened.’”  Peter is a picture of a person set free from the chains of peer pressure and 
when it flared up again was able to combat it by reminding himself that he has been 
accepted by God on account of Christ. 

We see the same boldness exhibited by Paul, the man who was the great 
theologian of the cross.  He said, “Am I now trying to win the approval of men, or of 
God?  ...Am I trying to please men?  If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a 
servant of Christ” (Gal. 1:10).  And, “We speak as men approved by God to be entrusted 
with the gospel.  We are not trying to please men but God, who tests our hearts…We 
were not looking for praise from men, not from you or anyone else” (1 Thess. 2:4, 6).  
Peter and Paul show us the power of a life lived in the reality that because of Christ’s 
death on the cross we are fully accepted with God.  They show us how to rest in God’s 
approval of us on account of Christ and not be dependent on the approval of 
humans. 
 
Application 
 Everyone in this world is trapped at some level by this controlling fear – “What 
will people think of me?”  It stems from an inescapable sense that there’s something 
wrong with you… and there is!  It’s called sin.  But Jesus’ death takes away sin for those 
who simply believe.  Gone.  And as a result, we can be totally accepted before God and 
have the confidence that no matter what, God loves us and nothing can separate us from 
that.  Knowing this loosens the grip that the fear of people has on us.  And in this 
freedom we are able to live boldly for God.  So Jesus Christ is the answer to the world’s 
problems.  He’s the only One who provides a way out.  He is awesome! 

So here’s my final question, for those of you who do know Jesus to be your sweet 
savior who obtained for you forgiveness of sin and a clear standing with God:  If Jesus 
truly is the antidote to what ails every individual person in this world and if he truly has 
set you free, then why be ashamed of him?  Why would we let our fears of what other 
people might think prevent us from sharing with them the greatest news ever told – that 
there is absolute forgiveness of sins available because of Jesus’ substitutionary death on 
the cross.  Evangelism is the greatest arena for the fear of people among Christians.  Just 
like Peter in the courtyard we can be swayed to deny Christ in front of people. 

The fact is, in a sin-soaked world where everyone naturally turns their backs on 
God and foolishly seeks to replace him with cheap imitations the name of Christ will be 
an offense – “You mean I’m a sinner?  How old-fashioned!”  “You mean to say that 
Jesus is the only way?  How bigoted and narrow-minded!”  For the most part, identifying 
yourself with Jesus Christ will bring a negative reaction – “Oh, you’re one of them.”  
And the temptation is to downplay Jesus, to bury the name of Christ.  I want to be 
thought of as cool.  I so want my neighbors to think that I’m cool and just like them so 
badly, that many times I avoid opportunities to tell them about Jesus.  Sure, we don’t 
want to put any unnecessary obstacle between people and faith and it’s good to show 
people that you don’t have to be a complete nerd to follow Christ, but what good is that if 
you never get around to talking about Christ? 

Let’s keep this in mind as a church as we move into the UIC area.  It’s a noble 
goal to reach the city-center dwellers – the artists, the yuppies, the students – with a 
relevant message that speaks their language.  The church must be involved in social 
justice and high quality art and top-notch scholarship, but may we never hide the light of 
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Christ under a bowl for the sake of relevancy.  May we never let other people and their 
opinions of us dictate whether or not we tell them about the name of Jesus, the only name 
that can free them from the bondage of sin that they’re in.  May we be a church that seeks 
to transform sinners into a holy people who find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, 
meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
 May we not be “ashamed of the gospel [of Jesus Christ], because it is the power 
of God for the salvation of everyone who believes…  For in the gospel a righteousness 
from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith” (Rom. 1:16-17).  May “we preach 
Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to [the rest of the world], but 
to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 
wisdom of God” (1 Cor. 1:23-24).  May we rest in God’s approval of us on account of 
Christ and not be dependent on the approval of humans.  And with that realization 
may we be fearless in our proclamation of the name of Jesus.  May we learn from the 
lesson of Peter not to let the reaction of others control us and keep us from identifying 
unapologetically with Jesus Christ – the Savior of the world. 
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