
RESTORE: Peter’s Story  

Some pretty famous people, who have known both success and failure, have made 

some pretty memorable statements: 

“Success is the ability to go from one failure to another, with no loss of 
enthusiasm.”  Winston Churchill 

“My great concern is not whether you have failed, but whether you are content 
with your failure.”  Abraham Lincoln 

“Far better is it to dare mighty things, to win glorious triumphs, even though 
checkered by failure... than to rank with those poor spirits who neither enjoy nor 

suffer much, because they live in a gray twilight that knows not victory nor 
defeat.”  Theodore Roosevelt 

“Failure is not fatal, but failure to change might be.” 
John Wooden 

 
That last quote is the best, to me.  John Wooden was the basketball coach at 

UCLA.  He won ten NCAA national championships in a 12-year period — seven 

in a row.  But he got there because he never let failure become fatal. 

Over the next several weeks we’re going to be looking at 5 bible characters who 

traveled very different paths to a turning point with God; a place where God 

restored their lives in a very significant way.  Today, we begin our series with one 

of the most important figures in the Bible, the apostle Peter.  Peter was another 

guy who, like Coach Wooden, didn’t let failure become fatal. 

A bit volatile.  Very emotional.  Probably an extra measure of adrenalin in his 

system.  But tough as nails and the heart at soul of the team.  The guy that will 

carry the whole team on his shoulders when the going gets rough.  He’s the one 

who was bold enough to get ought of the boat and try to walk on water, while all 

the other guys watched.  He’s the guy who pulled out a sword and attacked the 

soldiers who came to arrest Jesus, while the others ran for cover.  He’s the one 

who, when Jesus asked the disciples: “Who do men say that I am?”, spoke up for 

all 12.  “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”  He was a leader among 

leaders.  He had special strong qualities in his personality.   

He was the one Jesus nick-named “The Rock.”  When you think of a rock you 

think of stability, of toughness.  You don’t picture is weakness, fear and failure.  

Yet, that’s what this “Rock” became: a man of fear and failure, at the critical 

moment in his life.  The Rock crumbled in the critical hour.  It’s a sad story. 

It was the last night of Jesus’ life.  Jesus had warned his men that they would all 

fall away on this very night.  But Peter had vowed in front of them all that, no 

matter what happened, he would never fall away.  He was adamant that it 

wouldn’t happen, at least not with him.   
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But Peter answered and said to Him, "Even though all may fall away because 

of You, I will never fall away." Jesus said to him, "Truly I say to you that this 

very night, before a cock crows, you shall deny Me three times."  Peter said to 

Him, "Even if I have to die with You, I will not deny You" (Mathew 26:33-35). 

Me?  Fail?  Never!!  Sometimes it is this notion of invincibility that is our worst 

enemy.  We become proud.  Scripture warns us about the relationship between 

pride and failure: 

Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall (Proverbs 16:18). 

That’s the way it was for Peter on this fateful night.  He was full of self-

confidence . . . that sense of invincibility.  At one point Jesus even told Peter that 

Satan had specifically targeted him for attack. 

“Simon, Simon, behold, Satan has demanded permission to sift you like wheat; 

but I have prayed for you, that your faith may not fail; and you, when once you 

have turned again, strengthen your brothers.”  But he said to Him, “Lord, with 

You I am ready to go both to prison and to death” (Luke 22:31-33). 

Peter didn’t care who it was that was trying to defeat him.  He felt like he had the 

courage and the loyalty to win the day.   

Failure was not an option for Peter, ‘the Rock.’ 

So, later that same night, after the Last Supper, Jesus was arrested in the garden of 

Gethsemane.  Peter pulled out a sword and tried to fight off the entire arresting 

band of soldiers.   

Simon Peter then, having a sword, drew it and struck the high priest’s slave, 

and cut off his right ear; and the slave’s name was Malchus.  So Jesus said to 

Peter, “Put the sword into the sheath; the cup which the Father has given Me, 

shall I not drink it” (John 18:10,11)? 

He went for the head of a guy but missed and cut off his ear.  Yet, instead of 

hearing encouraging words from his Lord, Peter heard Jesus rebuke him, “Stop.  

Enough of this.  Put your sword away.”  So Peter fled, confused into the darkness 

of the night, while Jesus was led away. 

But Peter wasn’t giving up yet.  At this point, he was still trying to make good on 

his vow.  He decided to follow at a distance, and eventually he ended up right in 

the courtyard of the High Priest’s house where Jesus was on trial.   

And they led Jesus away to the high priest; and all the chief priests and the 

elders and the scribes gathered together.  And Peter had followed Him at a 

distance, right into the courtyard of the high priest; and he was sitting with the 

officers, and warming himself at the fire (Mark 14:53,54). 

Here he is sitting with the officers that had arrested Jesus!  That’s crazy!  He’s 

trying to make good on his promise to remain loyal. He’s going to stick in there to 



the bitter end.  And then, without warning, the attack against him came from the 

most unlikely place.  An ordinary servant girl approached him . . . 

And after they had kindled a fire in the middle of the courtyard and had sat 

down together, Peter was sitting among them.  And a certain servant-girl, 

seeing him as he sat in the firelight, and looking intently at him, said, "This 

man was with Him too." But he denied it, saying, "Woman, I do not know 

Him."  And a little later, another saw him and said, "You are one of them too!" 

But Peter said, "Man, I am not!"  And after about an hour had passed, another 

man began to insist, saying, "Certainly this man also was with Him, for he is a 

Galilean too."  But Peter said, "Man, I do not know what you are talking 

about” (Luke 22:55-60). 

In the critical moment, he failed the test. 

Jesus had said, specifically, you will DENY Me three times.  When the test came, 

instead of standing bravely and owning his master, and paying the price for it . . . 

he fell apart.  The worst part of this failure was that Jesus was sitting on the other 

side of the fire watching it happen.  Jesus heard, Jesus saw . . . and Jesus looked. 

And immediately, while he was still speaking, a cock crowed.  And the Lord 

turned and looked at Peter. And Peter remembered the word of the Lord, how 

He had told him, "Before a cock crows today, you will deny Me three times."  

And he went out and wept bitterly (Luke 22:60-62). 

The Lord turned and looked at Peter. That moment, when they locked eyes, Peter 

felt the full weight of his defeat.  He was so ashamed.  He ran out and wept . . . 

bitterly.  For 3 years he had loved and followed Jesus relentlessly.  But in the 

critical hour, he denied Him . . . 3 times.  And Jesus was there to see it happen.   

That had to be the low point of Peter’s entire life.  That story of failure is recorded 

in all 4 gospels, by the way.  Even in the gospel of Mark, which history tells us 

was influenced directly by Peter.  Mark was Peter’s secretary, recording what 

Peter preached to the world.  Even Peter himself told this story to his world. 

You have to ask, why?  Why is it here in all 4 gospels?  Why magnify the failure 

of the leader of the band?   

The story of Peter’s fall is there to give all of us hope:                                       

You can have a future after failure. 

You see, there are 2 ways that people typically deal with major failure in life: 

You can let failure . . . 

1. define you as a person and disfigure the rest of your life.   In such cases, the 

person is forever identified with their failure.  If I say the name Richard Nixon, 

you might think: Watergate. Impeachment. Disgrace.  

2. deepen you as a person and advance God’s work in your life.  In these 

cases, the person rewrites their destiny working from the foundation of the failure.  



If I say the name Chuck Colson, you might think: Watergate.  But you might also 

think: Prison Fellowship.  Changed Lives.  The book Born Again.   

The difference is that one person is frozen in time because of their failure.  The 

other took his failure as an opportunity to rewrite his story, with God’s grace and 

strength.  For the one, the failure to change was fatal.  The second person “failed 

forward,” to borrow the words of John Maxwell.   

The 21
st
 chapter of John records Peter’s restoration.  I love this chapter of the 

Bible.  The story of Jesus ends in John 20.  But John 21 is there, appended to the 

story, to show us that restoration is available for all of us who have failed, even if 

we have failed greatly.  We just have to accept God’s invitation to that turning 

point. 

The Invitation to a Restoration (John 21:1-7) 

After these things Jesus manifested Himself again to the disciples at the Sea of 

Tiberias, and He manifested Himself in this way.  There were together Simon 

Peter, and Thomas called Didymus, and Nathanael of Cana in Galilee, and the 

sons of Zebedee, and two others of His disciples. Simon Peter said to them, "I 

am going fishing." They said to him, "We will also come with you." They went 

out, and got into the boat; and that night they caught nothing.  But when the 

day was now breaking, Jesus stood on the beach; yet the disciples did not know 

that it was Jesus.  Jesus therefore said to them, "Children, you do not have any 

fish, do you?" They answered Him, "No." And He said to them, "Cast the net 

on the right-hand side of the boat, and you will find a catch." They cast 

therefore, and then they were not able to haul it in because of the great number 

of fish. That disciple therefore whom Jesus loved said to Peter, "It is the Lord."  

This is almost an exact repeat of the incident in Luke 5 where Peter was first 

called to follow Jesus and become a fisher of men.  This is no coincidence.   

Jesus is re-inviting Peter to his role as a spiritual leader. 

This whole event is being set up by Jesus as a turning point for Peter.  And it 

shows me just how much God cares about us, even when we have failed Him so 

greatly.  That Jesus would orchestrate the circumstances to reinstate Peter . . . 

that tells me a lot about God’s heart.  And the coincidence of events was not lost 

to Peter. 

Peter’s Response (John 21:8-14) 

And so when Simon Peter heard that it was the Lord, he put his outer garment 

on (for he was stripped for work), and threw himself into the sea.  But the other 

disciples came in the little boat, for they were not far from the land, but about 

one hundred yards away, dragging the net full of fish.  And so when they got 

out upon the land, they saw a charcoal fire already laid, and fish placed on it, 

and bread.  Jesus said to them, "Bring some of the fish which you have now 

caught." Simon Peter went up, and drew the net to land, full of large fish, a 



hundred and fifty-three; and although there were so many, the net was not torn. 

Jesus said to them, "Come and have breakfast." None of the disciples ventured 

to question Him, "Who are You?" knowing that it was the Lord.  Jesus came 

and took the bread, and gave them, and the fish likewise. This is now the third 

time that Jesus was manifested to the disciples, after He was raised from the 

dead. 

Peter gladly moves toward Jesus with hope, not away in shame. 

Peter could have stayed in his boat licking his wounds and feeling like a complete 

failure.  He could have sat there and convinced himself of his complete 

unworthiness.  But he didn’t.  He threw himself into the sea and set the world’s 

speed record for swimming 100 yards with all your clothes on!  That’s the way 

we should respond to God’s grace in our failure: make a beeline for the lover of 

our souls!  HE wants to restore us.  Peter moved toward Jesus, not away. 

It’s interesting that Peter is the one who draws the net to land, a net with 153 large 

fish in it.  That’s a huge catch.  Remember, Peter was a professional fisherman 

when Jesus first met him.  This catch is a preview of a bountiful harvest, and it 

had to recall for Peter the time 3 years earlier when Jesus did the same thing for 

him and the nets were so full they were breaking.  Back at that first catch, when 

Jesus first called Peter to follow Him, he said those famous words:  

“From now on, you will be catching men” (Luke 5:10). 

Peter believed that original promise over his life.  That’s why the next verse says 

that when they came to land, they left everything and followed Jesus.  Peter knew 

that Jesus had called him to fish for men’s souls.  This scene in John 21, where 

Peter is counting out these 153 large fish, is a reminder: Peter, I still want to go 

there with you.  I want to make you into one of the great ‘fishers of men’ of all 

time.  It’s as if this whole encounter in John 21 was orchestrated just for the 

restoration of Peter. 

But we know for sure this whole event is being customized by Jesus for Peter 

from what happens next.   

The Restoration Ceremony (John 21:15-17) 

So when they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, "Simon, son of 

John, do you love Me more than these?" He said to Him, "Yes, Lord; You know 

that I love You." He said to him, "Tend My lambs."  He said to him again a 

second time, "Simon, son of John, do you love Me?" He said to Him, "Yes, 

Lord; You know that I love You." He said to him, "Shepherd My sheep." He 

said to him the third time, "Simon, son of John, do you love Me?" Peter was 

grieved because He said to him the third time, "Do you love Me?" And he said 

to Him, "Lord, You know all things; You know that I love You." Jesus said to 

him, "Tend My sheep. 



Three times he had denied his Lord, so the Lord leads him into a              

three-fold re-affirmation of his love. 

And Peter doesn’t even know at that moment that the Lord is leading him through 

this restoration ceremony!  He’s a little frustrated that Jesus asks him 3 times 

about his love for Him.  But I’m sure that in the days ahead it became clear to 

everyone what was going on here, and that’s why John made it the last chapter of 

his gospel.  Because it is a re-instatement ceremony designed by Jesus just for 

Peter.  It is a turning point chapter worth recording for all of history.   

Jesus not only allows Peter to reaffirm his LOVE, but He also looks forward to 

Peter’s WORK, which is a big deal for a man.  Because, frankly, for a man, a lot 

of the way we show our LOVE for someone is in how we WORK for that 

someone.  So, thee times Jesus says: You are going to care for My flock.  You, 

Peter, are going to care for My most precious possession – people who come to 

faith in Me.  Not only are you going to fish for souls, but you will care for them as 

well. 

Then, in a very significant twist of events, Jesus prophecies about Peter’s future, 

and specifically the way that Peter will die. 

Jesus’ Pronouncement  (John 21:18) 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were younger, you used to gird yourself, 

and walk wherever you wished; but when you grow old, you will stretch out 

your hands, and someone else will gird you, and bring you where you do not 

wish to go.”   Now this He said, signifying by what kind of death he would 

glorify God.  

Jesus is looking all the way to the end of Peter’s life and prophesying of his 

martyr’s death at the hands of Nero.  I think this is amazing, because this scene is 

something like 35 years removed from Peter’s death; but Jesus is looking all the 

way down the line and seeing the whole path of Peter’s life of service, and then 

seeing his martyr’s death at the end of the line.   

Jesus is not looking back to Peter’s failure . . .                                                

He’s looking forward to Peter’s future. 

It’s almost like Jesus is oblivious to Peter’s past failure.  He looks ahead, not 

back.  

So . . . a sequence of events started with Peter telling Jesus how Peter was going 

to die, ends with Jesus telling Peter how Peter is going to die.  The difference is 

that the Peter made a proud boast that did not come true.  Jesus’ made a clear 

prophecy that did.   

Peter’s Restored Journey Begins (John 21:19-22) 

And when He had spoken this, He said to him, "Follow Me!" Peter, turning 

around, saw the disciple whom Jesus loved following them; the one who also 



had leaned back on His breast at the supper, and said, "Lord, who is the one 

who betrays You?"  Peter therefore seeing him said to Jesus, "Lord, and what 

about this man?" Jesus said to him, "If I want him to remain until I come, 

what is that to you? You follow Me!"    

And so the scene in John closes with Jesus walking down the beach with a bunch 

of disciples following right on His heels.  And who’s at the head of the pack 

asking questions he shouldn’t be asking and minding everyone else’s business?  

Peter!  Same guy.  Same impetuous personality.  Same Rock.   

But something is permanently different on the inside of this man.  The self-

confidence has been replaced with brokenness.  He knows his own weakness.  He 

is forever aware of how hard he could fall.  He’s not full of himself anymore. 

He is much more reliant upon Jesus for his strength.  He wrote a couple of epistles 

that the early Church held onto.  One of the clear themes in his writing is that of 

humility.   

“And all of you, serve each other in humility, for ‘God opposes the proud  but 

favors the humble.’  So humble yourselves under the mighty power of God, and 

at the right time he will lift you up in honor.  Give all your worries and cares to 

God, for he cares about you.  Stay alert! Watch out for your great enemy, the 

devil. He prowls around like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour. 

Stand firm against him, and be strong in your faith” (1Peter 5:5-9).  

Maybe you’re here this morning and you’ve had a great failure in life.  Maybe 

you have failed yourself.  Failed your loved ones.  Failed God.  Is that failure 

defeating you, trapping you, defining you as a person?  Has that failure become 

fatal? 

Or, like Craig, like Peter, like John Wooden, have you taken the defeat and turned 

it into a foundation for restoration, for usefulness?   That great theologian Thomas 

Edison said this: 

“Many of life’s failures are people who did not realize how close they were to 
success when they gave up.”  Thomas Edison 

Peter’s greatest failure was just 50 days separated from his greatest leadership 

moment.  In Acts 2 he stood before the entire city of Jerusalem and preached the 

most important sermon in history.  The Holy Spirit fell upon the believers, the city 

watched and wondered, and Peter stood up and told the world that the Church had 

been born, the body of Christ.  It was a whole new day for the world, and Peter 

stood at the head of that new day. 

Why? 

Peter didn’t let his failure become fatal; instead, he failed forward. 

He ran back to Jesus for forgiveness and restoration.  He “failed forward,” and the 

rest is history. 



If you are here today and you have suffered a great defeat in life, you have a 

choice.  You can let that defeat become the fatal, defining moment of your life. 

Or, you can throw that defeat at the foot of the cross, come broken before the 

Savior, and claim a restoration story.   

The sins and failures of our lives will always remain with us.  The question is: 

Will we build a landscape of restoration around the failures, or, will we let them 

stand out forever as defining blot on our record? 

 

 


