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Preacher: Jennifer Potter
Hymns:
207
“Rejoice and be glad! The Redeemer hath come”



685
“Oh love that wilt not let me go”



521
“Hark, my soul! It is the Lord”



141
“Jesus calls us! O’er the tumult!”



687
“When we walk with the Lord”
Readings:
Acts 9:1-12, 17-19


John 21:1-17
“PETER AND PAUL”

We have heard readings about two of the foremost personalities of the New Testament – Peter and Paul. Peter – the impetuous disciple, the fisherman, the one who denied even knowing Jesus yet the person who became a leader of the Early Church.

Paul, known originally as Saul, a fervent Jew and a Pharisee, who saw his life’s work as persecuting and eliminating the followers of Jesus, until he had a life-changing experience on the road to Damascus. After that he became the missionary of the early Church, travelling around the countries of the Mediterranean, preaching the Gospel of Jesus.

These two men were vital to the spreading of the Christian message. I think it is not an exaggeration to say that without them, we in Europe, in the Americas, in Africa and the Pacific would not know about Jesus Christ. The Jesus movement would have remained a small Jewish sect limited to areas around the Jewish heartland. Yet these two men were flawed characters.
Let us look more closely at what we know about Peter and Paul. We shall start with Peter.

Jesus called Peter to be one of his disciples when he found him, with others whom he called, fishing on the Sea of Galilee. Unlike some of the other disciples about whom we know very little, all through the Gospels we get hints of Peter’s character. He was a questioner and he was outspoken. He often rushed to conclusions and blurted them out. Sometimes he got it right and sometimes he got it wrong. He was the first of the disciples to answer when Jesus asked, ‘and you, who do you say that I am?’ ‘You are the Messiah,’ Peter answered with confidence.

Yet when Jesus tries to explain to his disciples that the way ahead will be tough and that he will be with them for only a short time, it is Peter that won’t accept this and who cross-questions Jesus, asserting that wherever Jesus goes he will go also. ‘I will lay down my life for you,’ Peter pledges and Jesus’ response is to foretell Peter’s denial. ‘I am telling you the truth,’ Jesus says, ‘before the cock crows you will have denied me three times.’

Jesus loved Peter, loved his enthusiasm and his energy – but he also knew Peter through and through. We can imagine the soft, sad smile on Jesus’ face as he looks at Peter thinking, ‘do you really know what you are saying?  You, Peter, you laying down your life for me? Peter, I hate to say it, but what you are about to do is something very different.
And something very different was indeed what Peter did. It is not so long since we heard the story, but let us remind ourselves of it.

It was the time of Jesus’ trial. Jesus was in front of the High Priest and the Sanhedrin Court being interrogated. Outside in the courtyard, Peter stood by a charcoal fire trying to keep warm in the cold night air. Three times attendants came up to him, asking him if he was one of Jesus’ disciples, saying they recognised him, that he spoke with a Galilean accent and three times Peter denied even knowing Jesus. At the third denial, Peter heard the cock crow, remembered Jesus’ words, went outside and broke down.
And now in our today’s reading, we find Peter and the other disciples by the Sea of Galilee –meeting the risen Jesus. When they come ashore they find a charcoal fire burning, ready for the preparation of breakfast. Did the smell of the burning charcoal enter Peter’s nostrils and prompt hurtful memories of that other charcoal fire in the Temple courtyard? Was Peter reminded very poignantly of the shame of his denial? He knew that Jesus knew what he had done. He knew that God knew what he had done. Not even the resurrection could wipe away this awful memory from Peter’s mind. Yet Jesus wanted to heal those memories, to give Peter a new start and to reinstate him as a leader. So three times Jesus challenged Peter.

‘Simon, son of John, do you love me?’

And three times Peter responds, ‘you know I love you.’ So Jesus re-commissioned Peter –‘feed my lambs’, ‘look after my sheep’, ‘feed my sheep’. Thus Jesus forgave Peter not just in words but by giving him an important job to do and having confidence in him to do it. That night of agony has been dealt with … Jesus, the Passover Lamb, who takes away the sin of the world, has dealt with the sin, guilt and searing memories of Peter. Forgiven, restored and healed Peter can now go about his Master’s business … a ministry that will lead ultimately to his own death.
Peter - the flawed character, Peter, the loyal disciple yet the one who could not withstand the questions by the charcoal brazier – Peter –restored and recommissioned by Jesus. What a story of forgiveness! What an inspiration to us – flawed, disloyal characters that we are!!

And then there is Paul. We know his story well. He was a Pharisee, a devout Jew, a self-confessed, relentless enemy of the followers of Jesus. His mission was to travel around the countryside, rooting out and getting rid of every ‘Jesus person’ he could find. That was how he came to be on the road to Damascus – he was on his way to the synagogues there to see if he could find anyone of the ‘Jesus way.’ And it was on that road that he had his life-changing experience.
‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?’ came the voice as he lay on the ground. ‘Who are you, Lord?’ Saul asked. ‘I am Jesus and you are persecuting me.’

From that encounter ensued a radical reorientation – from Saul to Paul, of an enemy of the young Church to that of its most energetic missionary and evangelist. In his zeal for God, the Pharisee Saul had seen his being to get rid of the misguided, crazy followers of this would-be Messiah, Jesus. Now, as Paul, he saw with new eyes. His world was being turned upside down and inside out. A whole range of emotions swept over him – terror, ruin, shame, awe, glory – for he had seen the glory of God afresh, in the most spectacular and life-changing way possible – in the face of Jesus, the Messiah.
Now all his zeal and energy were going to be directed to spreading the message of Jesus throughout the known world and especially to those beyond the Jewish nation.

The Jesus whom we worship indeed works miracles to bring about his Kingdom!

Who could ever have imagined that a denier and a persecutor could have been turned into the foundation stones of the Early Church, of God’s coming kingdom? Yet that is what happened. Peter became the leading apostle to the Jews and Paul the energetic evangelist to the gentiles – having their differences between them yet able to forge a common purpose when they met in Council in Jerusalem and able to use their respective characters and skills for the furtherance of the kingdom.

As Jesus called Peter and Paul so he calls each one of us. In a few moments we shall sing,
Jesus calls us! O’er the tumult 
Of our life’s wild restless sea

Day by day his dear voice soundeth

Saying, ‘Christian, follow me.’

If we have denied Jesus – he has forgiven us.

If we have persecuted Christians or made fun of them – Jesus calls us to be his messenger.

If we have unhealed memories of wrongdoing in our past – Jesus comes to heal us of those memories.

If we have skills and talents that we have not used or used for selfish or wrong purposes in the past – Jesus waits to use our skills, our talents and our lives for the building up of his kingdom.

As Jesus called Peter and called Paul

So he calls each one of us.

In the power of his resurrection we are made whole and  new.

Jesus calls us! By thy mercies

Saviour may we hear thy call

Give our hearts to thy obedience

Serve and love thee, best of all.    Amen

