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A. If you need hope in your failures, look no further than Peter, a truly tragicomic figure. The gospels portray him as a blunderer, always putting his foot in his mouth: self-reliant and boastful. Correcting Jesus and then denying Jesus, Peter’s bold claims and unquenchable arrogance suddenly collapsed upon him in the watchful, early hours after Jesus had been arrested. 


“You will all deny me.” 


“Others will, but never me!” 


“I tell you, I never knew the man!”

How do you walk that back? How do you recover from the very public, very insistent disavowal of any association with or affection for the Son of God? 


But, of course, this is neither a mere academic exercise nor an interesting case study in human weakness. No, this is personal. For there is that failure, that shameful disgrace in your life. It may not be as public as this; others may know nothing of it. But that is not the concern, because you know. At times you may be able to keep this specter at arm’s length through distraction, through the self-medication of constant busy-ness or the stimulation of click bait, Tick-Tock, YouTube. Perhaps these have been designed for this very purpose. 


But then, your phone dies, your friends go home, quietness descends, and the haunting ache returns. For a little over 48 hours, from the early morning of Good Friday’s denial of Jesus to the dawn of his resurrection, Peter was consumed, devoured by the yawning abyss of his epic failure. 

B. And yet, here we are in Acts 3, only a few months later. And all of that despondency is gone. We do not see a mere restored Peter. We find, instead, a new man. He no longer boasts of Peter at all, for he has found a superior subject, a more worthy center of his attention and affection. 


And this, Beloved, charts the way for us to a new life of freedom and joy, of restored rest and renewed vitality. 

I. FACE YOUR SIN FULLY.


A. In Peter’s second sermon reported in the book of Acts, he makes some astounding references which we may find surprising, impossible to imagine coming from Peter’s lips, and that only several weeks following his disastrous debacle. After publicly healing a man born lame, a man who had never walked before, a man who was well-known by everyone, Peter rose in the gathered crowd to explain the true power behind this great work. 


“Men of Israel, why do you wonder at this, or why do you stare at us, as though by our own power or piety we have made him walk? 13 The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our fathers, glorified his servant Jesus, whom you delivered over and denied in the presence of Pilate, when he had decided to release him. 14 But you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you, 15 and you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. To this we are witnesses.” 

B. Twice, Peter accuses the people of “denying” Jesus! And that’s remarkable, for he himself had fallen under the same indictment and condemnation. You would think that the mere mention of someone “denying Jesus” would be too painful for him. It would make him agitated, nervous, dejected, and despondent. But the reason he could say the word and speak openly of the wickedness of such treachery is because he had faced it fully. “Take it from me. I was there, myself. I know what it’s like. I denied him before you did.” 


C. And perhaps the reason why your own sinful act plagues you so deeply is because you have not yet fully faced it. You have not named it for what it is. If you focus only on a horizontal plain, human-to-human, your actions may seem bad, but not over the top. Whatever you may have thought, said, or done, others have done so also, and even worse. That’s one line of self-excusing that people often take when others accuse or their heart condemns them. “Well, I’m not as bad as Hitler!” Or, “I never killed anyone!” I often wonder how Hitler tried to sooth his guilty conscience, “Well, I’m not as bad as…?” Or, the killer, “Well, I never killed, um, several people.” 


But what we must face is the vertical dimension. My smallest sin, my most seemingly excusable peccadillo represents a high-handed, spit-in-your-face, intolerable offense against a holy God. The old prayer of confession admits: “We have left undone those things which we ought to have done; And we have done those things which we ought not to have done; And there is no health in us.”  


C. Some parents have faced the conundrum of requiring better of their children than they themselves had done. “How can we tell them not to do this or that when we did it?” But Peter could both name his sin and condemn others for the same because he had faced it fully. He had denied the Son of God! He had corrected the Messiah! He had pretended to know better than the plan of God announced by the God-man!” And, then, in the end, he exposed himself. He denied that he ever knew the Man, calling down curses upon himself if he was lying. 

II. ASSESS YOUR SIN HONESTLY.


A. And here’s another surprise. “14 But you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you, 15 and you killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead. To this we are witnesses. 16 And his name—by faith in his name—has made this man strong whom you see and know, and the faith that is through Jesus has given the man this perfect health in the presence of you all. 


17 “And now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did also your rulers.” 

What’s this? After indicting them for the most offensive sin imaginable, denying and killing “the Author of life,” he seems to let them off the hook. “Well, you didn’t know any better.” This sounds like an autobiographical touch. The old rule for preachers is “Never say something good about anyone unless it’s about somebody else. And never say anything bad about anyone unless it is about yourself.” And Peter is patient and charitable toward them because, well, honestly, he hadn’t understood, either. 


B. This does not excuse them, nor was Peter excusing himself. He was making an honest admission of our weakness. We all inherit this weakness, this sin principle from our first parents. So, honestly, this ignorance, this propensity to commit terrible acts is not a fluke. It is not an aberration, as though normally they were nice, respectable, good- natured, generous, kind, and understanding people who just happened to kill “the Author of life.” No, this is who they were. And this is who we are at the heart. This is second nature for us. We are natural born sinners. We often do not “understand” because the truth would be inconvenient for us and interrupt our eager pursuit of sin and self. The old puzzle is easily resolved when you adopt the understanding of God’s Word: “Is a man a sinner because he sins, or does he sin because he is a sinner?” 


C. Peter here confesses that he did not understand Christ’s purpose in coming to earth because he did not want to understand it. “18 But what God foretold by the mouth of all the prophets, that his Christ would suffer, he thus fulfilled.” Peter finally got it! You’ve been with us as we have systematically worked our way through Mark’s gospel. You have seen how Jesus announced on three separate occasions that he would be handed over to his enemies, that they would mistreat him, that he would be crucified, and on the third day rise from the dead. 

And every single time, Mark records that Jesus’ disciples were all mystified. They could not even begin to understand what he was talking about. The suggestion of a “suffering” Messiah was so foreign to their thinking, to all of their hopes and expectations, that it just did not register. So deeply were they all ensnared and enslaved by their selfish desires for glory that they were incapable of hearing any contrary word from the Messiah himself! 


This was doubly true of their “rulers,” utterly entrenched, in lock-step unity in their opposition to Jesus. Theologians distinguish between an “invincible” ignorance and a “vincible” ignorance. An invincible ignorance is one that cannot be overcome. The person cannot know that the act is wrong, and so cannot be held accountable for it. Vincible ignorance represents a lack of knowledge that one could reasonably overcome, and so it creates culpability, guilt among them. Peter cites the prophets as the source of the truth of the sufferings of the Messiah. The Jewish rulers claimed to be the true authorities on the Scriptures, including those very prophets who spoke of the Messiah’s sufferings. Yet they missed the truth, largely because they didn’t want it to be true. 


D. In some instances, past sins keep troubling Christians because they have not come to grips with the truth about our sinful nature. “I should be better than that,” they may say. Or, “I cannot forgive myself for this disgraceful thought, word, or deed.” But, if you will let the Bible speak truth into your life, we’re not better than that. Such a sentiment is evidence of another sin, the sin of pride. And “I cannot forgive myself” virtually says the same thing. “I am above that: therefore, it is inexcusable.” Never mind that the whole notion of self-forgiveness is absurd. Forgiveness is required when we offend others. Offending yourself is a meaningless concept.


Face your sin fully, assess your sin honestly, and the best part is this. 

III. CONFESS YOUR SIN BOLDLY.


A. That’s the path to restoration that Peter found. “17 “And now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did also your rulers. 18 But what God foretold by the mouth of all the prophets, that his Christ would suffer, he thus fulfilled. 19 Repent therefore, and turn back, that your sins may be blotted out….” 

Repentance is impossible if we will not face our sin fully, “Yes, I did this awful thing. No excuses.” 

Repentance is impossible if we will not assess our sin honestly: “No, I’m not better than that. Apart from God’s help I would always be living for sin and self. That’s who I am at the heart.” 

And repentance is impossible if we will not confess our sin boldly. 


B. To “confess” in the Greek New Testament is the translation of the term “homologeo,” literally “to say the same as.” Repentance means that we say the same thing about our sin as God does. We “fess up” to our sin. We admit it honestly, without reservation. Whatever mitigating circumstances there may have been, “I was tired, I had had a long day, it got under my skin, I was in a bad place, I was particularly vulnerable, I was “hangry,” hungry and angry”: these dynamics may be real, but in the end they are irrelevant. “It was me. I did it because I wanted to. End of story.” 


“19 Repent therefore, and turn back, that your sins may be blotted out, 20 that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord, and that he may send the Christ appointed for you, Jesus, 21 whom heaven must receive until the time for restoring all the things about which God spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets long ago.” John explains that Jesus did not come into the world to condemn the world but that the world might be saved through him. So that gloomy dejection and despair that smothers you when you remember your already forgiven sin: that’s not God’s work. No, Jesus came to bring “times of refreshing,” leading to the restoration of all things. 

CONCLUSION


You see the great change in Peter? Oh, he identifies with the people. As one who denied Jesus, he could accuse them of denying Jesus. As one who should have understood but refused to, he could accuse them of failing to understand when they also could have but refused to. He hints autobiographically at his own failures. But he loudly sounds the trumpet regarding Jesus, the Christ! 


It’s okay! Your sin is worse than you know, but God’s grace in Christ is better than you can imagine! And when you know him, when your awful sin is forgiven, when you are accepted by God for the sake of the Beloved, when you are counted righteous for his sake, then all of life in a broken and cursed world is for you “the times of refreshing.”

And note the last thing Peter states in his sermon: “26 God, having raised up his servant, sent him to you first, to bless you by turning every one of you from your wickedness.” For some time, the evangelical church has been plagued by the false teaching that Jesus came primarily, perhaps only, to save us from the penalty of our sin. So, you can accept Jesus as your Savior, but then continue on in your pursuit of sin and self. 

But you see the folly of this error. The penalty of sin is great, but the sin itself, the shame and disgrace of defying the living God is dehumanizing. And not only has Jesus rescued us from God’s judgment for our sin, but from the degrading and disgraceful sin itself. Jesus leads us into a new and noble life of honesty spiritual health. That old prayer of confession I mentioned admits: “and there is no health in us.” 


But in Jesus, there is true forgiveness, and the Holy Spirit’s power and purpose to make us new. 

You were made for something so much better than living for sin and self. You were created to know the living God and to reflect his purity and holiness in your life and character. You were created to live all your life in those “times of refreshing,” knowing and serving Jesus and his people. 

So “repent therefore, and turn back that your sins may be blotted out,” that God may “bless you by turning every one of you from your wickedness.”  J
____________________________________________________________________________________________


