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Today is Palm Sunday.  In several of the churches 

where I have ministered, I taught the children the 
story of the triumphal entry of Jesus into 

Jerusalem.  I gave them towels and pillowcases to 
use as cloaks to throw down in front of a child who would ride a stick horse 

down the aisle playing the part of Jesus.  I would encourage the 

congregation to shout ‘Hosanna!’ along with the children.  I use this as an 
opportunity to teach them about Jesus being King and the differences 

between earthly kings (who care mostly about their own power) and our 
heavenly king (who gave away His power out of love for us). 

I miss all the palms waving and the shouts of Hosanna!  I know you all feel 
the same.  Palm Sunday, Holy Week and Easter (especially Easter which is 

the foundation for our faith) we will deeply miss being together.  It is hard 
not to feel cheated when we believed for certain that we would all be 

together this year for sure. 

What is important to remember in our faith is that our faith is about what 
God has done and what God continues to do – rather than faith in our own 
human potential – what we can do, so my sermon for today will be called 

“Over-estimating Our Own Human Potential”. 

Our scripture will come from Matthew chapter 26 verses 69-75.  This is the 
story of Peter who over-estimated his own human potential.  To set the 

stage for this sermon, it is important that we look back to see where we are 
in the scripture and what has occurred up to this point: 

 Jesus has returned to Jerusalem making his triumphal entry riding on 
a colt gaining the attention of everyone in the city. 

 Jesus has cleansed the Temple of the money changers 
 Jesus has continued his teaching and wept over Jerusalem 

 Jesus has instituted the Lord’s Supper, declared that Judas would 
betray him and told His disciple Peter that he would deny Him. 
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Already, Peter has over-estimated his human potential saying to Jesus that 
he would die with Him before he would disown Him, and all the other 
disciples said the same.  Jesus had gone to the garden to pray, He has been 

arrested, all the disciples (except for Peter) now have fled.  Jesus has been 
taken before Caiaphas, the high priest, and Peter watched the proceedings 

and leaves.  This is where our scripture takes place. 

Listen now to the scripture which in several versions of the bible is entitled, 
Peter’s Denial of Jesus:  

Matthew 26:69-75 

69 Now Peter was sitting outside in the courtyard. A servant-girl came to him 

and said, “You also were with Jesus the Galilean.” 70 But he denied it before 

all of them, saying, “I do not know what you are talking about.” 71 When he 

went out to the porch, another servant-girl saw him, and she said to the 

bystanders, “This man was with Jesus of Nazareth.” 72 Again he denied it with 

an oath, “I do not know the man.” 73 After a little while the bystanders came 

up and said to Peter, “Certainly you are also one of them, for your accent 

betrays you.” 74 Then he began to curse, and he swore an oath, “I do not 

know the man!” At that moment the cock crowed. 75 Then Peter remembered 

what Jesus had said: “Before the cock crows, you will deny me three times.” 

And he went out and wept bitterly. 

This is the word of the Lord. 

Peter had just watched a horrific scene.  Jesus was tried by the Jewish High 

Priest; the crowd is rowdy and scary; they are telling lies about Jesus and 

making fun of Him; people are hitting Jesus with open palms and spitting in 

His face taunting Him.  I can only imagine how this impacted Peter.  If I 

were Peter, I most certainly would have been scared and at a loss of what to 

do.  There had been threats before – but not like this.  This was dangerous 

and Peter knew it. 

Peter leaves.  As he sits in the courtyard, likely stunned and frightened by 

what he saw, a servant girl recognizes him as one of Jesus faithful followers 

and makes the statement of Peter’s association to Jesus.  Peter answers the 

servant girl that she is wrong, and her statement is wrong. 
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Peter continues leaving the city and as he arrives at the gateway, another 

girl recognized Peter and associates him with Jesus – to which Peter denies 

knowledge of Jesus this time with an oath.  Others begin recognizing Peter 

as well and his association with Jesus.  Not only do they recognize Peter they 

remember Peter as he has an accent that gave him away.  With Peter’s 3rd 

denial of knowing Jesus using curses and swearing - - - - a rooster crows. . . 

a very poignant sound. . . . a sound Peter never thought he would hear . . . 

a sound that must have put his heart in his throat as Jesus words ring in his 

ears “I tell you the truth this very night, before the rooster crows, you will 

disown me three times”. 

The interesting part of this story is - - - who tells it? 

How did this story get into the Bible in the first place?  Remember that the 

Bible reports that after Jesus’ arrest, all the disciples had fled – it was only 

Peter who followed – likely at a distance so that he thought he was safe.  So, 

who told this story?   

The only reasonable answer is that it was Peter himself who told the story 

and if Peter told the story – why?  Why would he tell such a terrible story on 

himself?  Why would he humiliate himself in this way?  This is not a story 

that anyone would likely tell.  Remember it was Peter who said so adamantly 

and vehemently that he would never stumble because of Jesus and he would 

be willing to die with Jesus. 

Yet, here it is, in bold print, Peter’s denial of Jesus.  We look at this story 

and are quick to point at Peter and tell his story of how he said he would 

never deny Jesus and did - - - but what about our own stories?  Haven’t we 

also been guilty of over-estimating our own human potential? 

Put yourself in Peter’s shoes.  You exclaimed that you would never deny 

Jesus, but now you’re scared; circumstances were far worse than you even 

thought they might be; none of your closest friends are around and you 

need time to think but people keep pressing you.  They have recognized you 

as one of Jesus’ followers.  What would you have done? 

Likewise, we have been people who have made promises; we have been 

people who had our minds set that we would support a cause; we have 
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made bold statements and declared we would do things; and yet, when we 

overestimated what we could do, did we tell everyone that we didn’t follow 

through or that we failed a friend?  If the times that we over-estimated our 

human potential made it into print somewhere, imagine how it would read: 

“I made a promise to my family that I didn’t keep”----signed Keith 

“I lied to someone at work trying to impress them so that I could get that 

promotion I wanted” -----signed Gary 

“I flirted with some.  I am married and so is he.  I didn’t think that the 

innocence of my flirtation would break my marriage” ----- signed Louise 

“I didn’t live up to your expectations of me as a pastor” ---signed Peggy 

Would we be willing to tell others that we failed to do something that we 

declared very publicly that we would do?  Would we be willing to tell how we 

disappointed a friend or let down someone we love? 

So why did Peter? 

The only thing that seems reasonable to me is that Peter wants us to know 

that part of the sin of our humanity is that we overestimate our human 

potential.  We overestimate our personal strength.  We are like Paul who 

said in Romans chapter 7 that he has the desire to do what is good but 

cannot carry it out because of his sinful nature.  Peter knew that in his own 

sinful nature, not only did he overestimate his abilities and strength, he 

denied his weaknesses as well. 

We are people who live and exist everyday as if we own the world and there 

is nothing beyond our ability when nothing could be farther from the truth.  

Each one of us is fragile and so is life.  We are seeing this live out in our 

country right now with this terrible pandemic with so many lives lost, so 

many opportunities missed, people still waiting to safely bury their loved 

ones.  There are moments that occur every day in life that had they been 

just a smidge different, the event would have turned out differently.  How 

often has each one of us said, “if I could go back and do that differently, I 

would”?  
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My very first class at seminary was in the basement of the chapel on campus 

at Louisville Seminary.  During a break, several in our class gathered on the 

east side of the chapel just outside of the basement entrance.  We always 

gathered there to get some fresh air and clear our minds of all the 

information and learning that was coming our way.  It was like trying to 

drink water from a fire hose and trying not to get overwhelmed.   

I remember one day someone spotted it – on the east side of the chapel on 

the roof was a metal rooster with his head back and crowing.  There was our 

reminder of Peter’s denial of Jesus.  It struck us as almost a challenge as if 

saying, ‘when will I crow for you?’  Who in our class would be the first to 

deny Jesus?  When would it be our turn to learn that our strength could only 

carry us so far? 

The answer was that it would happen at some point for all of us.  At some 

point, all of us seeking to be pastors would be guilty of not being the faithful 

disciples that we so wanted to be.  At some point, people in the churches we 

would serve would see our own humanity, our inability to be ‘perfect’, our 

weaknesses.  At some point in time all of us would be grateful to Peter for 

being so honest and sharing his failings because we were certainly going to 

have ours. 

Rather than pointing a finger at Peter – we need to say, “Thanks, Peter”.  If 

I could, I would rename this section in my bible to read, Peter shows us 

that everyone is human and no one is perfect and the good news is – 

we don’t have to be.  We can’t escape this human condition that we are 

clothed in.  Our human strength alone cannot win the day.  We need God in 

every moment of every day. 

We also have someone else to thank.  This time it is the disciple John.  For it 

is John who reports Jesus’ reclaiming Peter.  After Jesus is resurrected, He 

meets with the disciples, including Peter, at the sea where the disciples had 

returned, doing what they knew to do.  They went fishing.  When they see 

Jesus on the shore, it is Peter who jumps from the boat first and makes his 

way to Him.   
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The first thing Jesus does is feed them.  John reports that Jesus reinstates 

Peter by asking him a simple question.  His question is “Do you love me?” to 

which Peter once again relies on his own human strength to answer “Yes, 

Lord you know I love you (I love you with my own human strength)”.  To 

which Jesus asks again, “do you love me?”  I can almost hear Peter’s voice 

softening as he remembers why Jesus might be asking the question.  Peter 

knows that Jesus knows that he denied him and left him.  Peter responds, 

“You know that I love you (I think with a tone of sorrow in his voice)”.  But 

with Jesus’ third ask of the same question, perhaps Peter begins to 

understand what Jesus is really asking.  Jesus was asking Peter if he could 

lean on Him, lean on God’s strength rather than his own.  Jesus was asking 

Peter if he could allow God to work in and through him rather than seeking 

to control his own destiny. 

This being a disciple, this being a follower of Jesus, it isn’t about reliance 

upon ourselves, it certainly isn’t about being perfect or demanding perfection 

of others.  It is about our ability to rely on God’s strength.  Peter was 

teaching us to trust that God’s strength will take us places that our own 

strength never will.  Peter answers Jesus and speaks truth, “Lord, You know 

all things, You know that I love you (i.e. you know I trust you) to which 

Jesus tells Peter about how all of us will need the help of another. 

So here we sit 2,000 years later, we remain people who need redemption, 

we need our own reinstatements from Jesus.  Thank you, Peter, for telling 

your story.  Thank you for showing us that serving God is about what God 

does not what we do.  And thank you for reminding us that Jesus died for 

our failures so that we can move forward from those failures and live again. 

Let us pray:  Holy God, we thank you for the wisdom that you gave us 

through Peter.  We thank you that Peter was willing to share his 

shortcomings so that we understand that You are not demanding perfection 

of us.  We ask that you remind us that we need to rely on Your strength to 

give us a strength that we are not on our own to walk through tough times.  

Grant us Your peace as we learn to lean on You.  In Jesus name we pray,  

Amen. 

 


