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Peter followed at a distance (Luke 22:54) 

 

In September 1976, I had my first Sunday away from home as a student 

• Having been brought up in a Methodist Church, I had been commended to a new church 

• I arrived on the Sunday morning, suitably dressed in a smart suit, shirt and tie 

• I didn’t like the service much, I didn’t find the people all that friendly but I thought it might improve 

• So on the following Sunday morning I went again – I don’t remember the service 

• But as I left I thought to myself, ‘I’m not going there again’ and I thought I never would 

• However, two and a half years later, evangelist Don Summers was preaching in that church 

• And I decided that I would go, I can’t remember much about the service or the sermon 

• But I do remember the most important part, the preacher’s text – ‘and Peter followed at distance’ 

 

Peter has a capacity for doing things in style; he is always in the forefront 

• at the Transfiguration Peter proclaims that Jesus is the Christ 

• only immediately after to say something profoundly wrong 

• Between the time of in Gethsemane and the resurrection of the Twelve 

• we only hear of Peter, James and John, and Judas who betrayed Jesus 

 

After the Last Supper in the upper room at Jerusalem Jesus went out as usual to the Mount of Olives 

• the other Gospel-writers fill in the details that Jesus descended the Mount into the Valley of Kidron 

• and went into the Garden of Gethsemane – on reaching the place Jesus said to the disciples 

• ‘Pray that you will not fall into temptation’ (Luke 22:40) 

• Peter in particular went through the temptation of which the Lord spoke 
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I HE FELL ASLEEP IN PRAYER 

 

When they reached the place, Jesus went a little further away for his own prayers 

• But when he returned he found Peter and the other disciples, James and John, were sleeping 

• The comparison of the prayer of Jesus and his victory over temptation and sin 

• And Peter’s sleeping and later his defeat and denial seems plain enough 

• Prayer is a great weapon that we have for spiritual warfare but while Jesus prayed, the disciples slept 

• If only they had known what the next few hours would bring 

• they probably would have stayed awake, they probably would have prayed 

• they probably would have been equipped, they probably would not have failed 

 

We discover a little from the Gospels how Jesus prayed (Luke 22:42-44) 

• ‘Father, if you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will but yours be done.’ 

• I doubt that we have the whole prayer, but just this very important section of it 

• What we learn is prayer is different from what we might think, not least the effort and anguish 

• It is certainly an example of how to pray, his prayer was fervent, his prayer was in the Spirit 

• his prayer was marked by unshaken submission to do his Father’s will 

• his prayer was obedient, his prayer was offered with the fixed hope of being heard 

• his prayer so intense that ‘his sweat was like great drops of blood falling to the ground’ 

 

What were Peter and the disciples doing?  They were asleep.  I doubt that this will make me very popular 

• but, while I don’t doubt that individual members of our churches pray, I want to suggest that 

• as a Christian community were are effectively sleep-walking and what happened next? 
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II HE FOLLOWED AT A DISTANCE 

 

Shortly after his arrest Jesus is taken to the High Priest, Luke (22:54) observes, ‘Peter followed at a distance” 

• Only hours early, Peter proclaimed, “Lord I am ready to go with you to prison and to death” (Luke 22: 33) 

• Now, he was merely ‘following at a distance’ – still following but not the same type of following 

• There is no doubt that Peter was a follower of Jesus, he was a genuine disciple 

• In the community of the church we have some people who remain observers and not followers 

• Such people have no real conversion, no real testimony and no present experience of Jesus 

• That’s not following at a distance, that’s not following at all – it is just observing 

 

Are you that kind of person?  You know about Jesus; you have heard that he loves you 

• you have heard that he died for you; you have heard that he is risen and alive again 

• you have heard that Jesus calls us now to follow him; you have even seen other lives changed 

• perhaps you even believe it all – but you have only ever been an observer and not a follower 

• in church you are like the rather convincing artificial flowers – hard to tell the difference but not real 

• are you a diligent observer (not a bad thing) or are you a follower of Jesus Christ? 

 

Peter is a follower, Peter is a disciple, Peter is, as we would say, a Christian, but where is Peter now? 

• as Luke narrates Jesus’ arrest he includes the telling words 

• ‘Peter followed at a distance’, to be fair Peter is following, but at a distance 

• Something has broken in between Peter and his Lord 

• The explanation is obvious, while Jesus prayed, Peter slept, this is the root of the problem 

• Perhaps something has broken in between you and Jesus, but what happens next? 
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III HE FLOUNDERED IN TEMPTATION 

 

A servant girl was a person of only lowly status but when she said that Peter was with Jesus he denied it 

• I was not with him; I do not know him; I do not sound like him 

• the section that begins with his falling asleep in prayer, continues with his following at a distance 

• and results in his denying his Lord, three times Jesus woke him, three times Peter denied him 

• In a very short space of time, Peter had become what we used to call a ‘backslider’ 

• this has become so unpalatable in contemporary Christianity 

• that reference to backsliders and backslidings have been virtually eliminated – what does it mean? 

• It’s easy enough really, once you were a fervent follower of Jesus but now it’s all at a distance 

• Outwardly, you live a good life, you may even be a regular attender or office holder in the church 

• But you know that you are not where you should be – I know this can be done because I have done it 

• Something interrupts our relationship with Jesus and we end up following at a distance 

• And where does it show first?  It shows in the place of prayer – it’s true as individuals and as a church 

 

How do we compensate for spiritual following at a distance?  In all manner of counterfeit ways 

• We can generate a busy programme but it will be the equivalent of following at a distance if all we have 

• is prayerless preaching, prayerless teaching, prayerless evangelism, it will be artificial but not real 

• Peter on the Mount with Jesus had declared: “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 

• But now, though he still follows, it is only at a distance and the trouble started in the place of prayer 

• But why was he not urgent and attentive in the place of prayer, well, of course, he was tired 

• However, there may well be a hint in his vehement protest when Jesus told the disciples 

• That he must go to Jerusalem, suffer, be killed and be raised to life – Never, Lord. 
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IV HE FOLLOWED CLOSELY 

 

Before his threefold denial, it seems that Peter was a keen supporter of the kingdom 

• But not of the cross, while in prayer, Jesus was focusing on the darkening shadow of the cross 

• Peter was asleep – he wanted the kingdom but not the cross 

• but you cannot have the kingdom without the cross – not much has changed today 

• talk to people about love, joy and peace and it is not too bad – but not the horror of the cross 

• but for many people it is more subtle than that for the cross has become a place of heroic example 

• but Jesus did not come to die as a hero for a defeated cause 

• his is the way of self-dedication, a surrendering of the whole self, as an offering, a sacrifice, a sin-bearer 

• at the cross, the love and mercy but also the wrath and justice of God are revealed 

• for it is Jesus who bears the cup, the cup of wrath, the anger of God against sin 

• it is the place where Jesus himself bears our sins in his body on the tree 

• while some people might contend that at the cross Jesus is not punished for sin 

• this is not how the Bible interprets the sufferings and death of Jesus either in Isaiah 53 or in Acts 8:26-40 

 

Suddenly, the mood in the Gospel narrative changes – ‘the Lord turned and looked straight at Peter’ (Lk. 22:61) 

• Peter, who has been following Jesus, is suddenly under the Lord’s intense gaze 

• And when Peter remembered the Lord’s word, he went outside and wept bitterly 

• While this was undoubtedly painful for Peter, in that moment, he was no longer following at a distance 

• Now, he was following closely again, when following at a distance, things about Jesus become blurred 

• We do not see him clearly, we do not hear him clearly, we are not counted in with him so easily 

• It costs us far less in every way – following closely is not always, maybe not often, easy 
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And what about you – are you following Jesus, at all, at a distance or closely? 

• It will show in the place of prayer, without the backing of prayer like Peter we are ill-equipped 

• Peter has been able to talk good discipleship but he has not been ready for the way of the cross 

• He is following, but now that Jesus is going to the cross, he is following at a distance 

• For the world at large, going to church is all right providing it is only a hobby, a lifestyle choice 

• But when it becomes more than that, when what we believe affects how we live, that’s different 

• Peter, following from a safe distance, finds himself in the wrong place and in the wrong company 

• being round the fire in the courtyard seemed so attractive, and Peter was still following 

• But not prepared for a challenge, when it comes it is from the most unexpected and insignificant source 

• not from the Jewish authorities, not from the Roman oppressor, but from a slave girls 

• and big bold Peter, brave, Galilean fisherman floundered, denying Jesus not once but three times 

• in contrast Jesus is brought before two of the most powerful men in religion and state 

• Caiaphas, the high priest, is the most powerful religious leader 

• Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor of Judea, is the most powerful political leader 

• And before them Jesus remained faithful to his calling 

 

Are we following at a distance?  Just respectable church-going folk, following but only at a distance 

• Keeping quiet, when we should speak; compromising, when we should stand firm 

• Prayerlessness, silence, compromise – all evidence of people who are following at a distance 

• there are two people who know whether you are following closely or at a distance, you and Jesus 

• what would happen if we met the Lord Jesus eye-to-eye right now? 

• Peter went out and wept bitterly, but it was not the end for him, but the beginning 

• For the Lord restored Peter to become the greatest of the disciples, following closely 


