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Will You Claim Who You Are? 

John 18: 12-27 The trial for Jesus 

I always love it when people say, I warned you.  Jesus had warned the disciples. He warned them 

that following him would mean following him to the cross. It says in the Gospel of Mark chapter 

8 verses 34-35 “If any want to become my followers let them deny themselves and take up their 

cross and follow me. For those who want to save their life will lose it and those who lose their 

life for my sake and for the sake of the Gospel, will save it.”  

Denial: We’ve been talking about different stages of grief and denial is one of them and it comes 

up twice; first, in Jesus’ warning, you need to deny yourself of certain things and follow me and 

then later in the scripture we heard how Jesus was denied by Peter. In looking up the definition 

of denial, to deny is: to refuse access to, to disavow, to declare untrue, or non-existent. All Jesus 

asked of his disciples was to leave behind what they’d known, their family and friends and 

follow him all the way to his death. And at first this seems doable. It would be easy to get caught 

up in all the excitement and the mystery that Jesus had caused by what he was doing, the 

miracles, the healings, and his teachings.   

Jesus’ words were inspiring and so countercultural that it caught peoples’ attention. It was 

countercultural to all the disciples had learned and been taught up to that point.  Here was a man 

who truly loved all people, unconditionally. He met with, he talked to, and he lived with the 

outcasts of society. Jesus was truly of another world. His faith gave him this divine presence that 

exemplified strength and courage, justice and compassion and respect. And yet somehow Jesus 

was in custody of the Romans. He was being put on trial with the possibility of death as an 

outcome. Having been betrayed by Judas, one of the other disciples, Jesus was found in the 

garden where he was praying after the last supper and in that moment he was arrested. Now 

Simon Peter had actually tried to fight off the guards and had even cut off one of their ears, but 

Jesus told him to stop. Jesus told him to put down his sword. Jesus didn’t want that kind of help. 

Why? 

As Simon Peter followed Jesus and one of the other disciples to the high priest, Simon Peter was 

faced with the decision again. Would he follow Jesus all the way to the cross? Would Simon 

Peter be able to do what was required of him? We hear in the scriptures today the fact that Simon 

Peter was not strong enough. Simon Peter denied even knowing who Jesus was, not once, not 



twice, but three times.  Simon Peter was unable to tell the truth; that he was indeed one of the 

disciples. Why? Was it because Peter was fearful, fearful for his own life? Was he in denial 

about what was happening because by admitting it, it would mean that it would come true? Did 

he deny knowing Jesus so that he could not be captured and somehow find a way to free Jesus, to 

save Jesus later? Was Simon Peter experiencing a crisis of faith, unsure of what he truly believed 

and whether he was worthy to be a disciple and follow Jesus to the end?  

Denial is a defence mechanism that can help us deal with our feelings of shock and fear, loss, 

helplessness, and vulnerability. And every human will react differently in a crisis situation. For 

Simon Peter, a disciple of Jesus, it appears that he was not able to or ready to deal with the fact 

that Jesus was prepared to die, that Jesus was choosing to die. And so Peter denies his own 

identity, denies knowing the person he loves and has dedicated his life to. Simon Peter is all too 

human. Simon Peter is experiencing one of the stages of grief and loss; denial. 

 Elisabeth Kubler-Ross and David Kessler have described denial this way.  Denial helps us to 

survive the loss and in this stage the world becomes meaningless and overwhelming. Life makes 

no sense. We are in a state of shock or denial, we go numb. Denial “helps us to pace our feelings 

of grief. There is grace in denial. It’s nature’s way of letting in only as much as we can handle. 

And denial is only a problem if it is used deliberately to avoid the reality of death or to escape 

the emotions resulting from loss.”1  

What I find interesting about this story is that Simon Peter was one of only two disciples that 

made the choice and had the strength, physically, to follow Jesus to the place where he was 

confronted and the trial began, yet he was not mentally prepared enough to admit his association 

with Jesus. I think that Simon Peter in that moment was also in shock and denial that this was 

really happening, that everything that Jesus had told them was actually coming true, unfolding 

before his very eyes. Jesus truly intended to go through with this; to walk toward his death 

without a fight. Why? Jesus did this because death leads to resurrection.   

In a book that I have been reading recently called “The Very Good Gospel: How Everything 

Wrong Can Be Made Right”, by Lisa Sharon Harper, she explains that the path to the cross is a 

series of small deaths that lead to life and resurrection; being a follower of Christ means that the 

constant struggle of life, is to choose life: life abundant.  She writes about how one of her 

Shalom trainers when she was on this Vulcan pilgrimage said something that she will never 

forget.  The trainer said, to ask for forgiveness is to die a small death. She went on to write:  

“Yes and I suppose humility is a small death too; the death of supremacy. Trust is a small 

death; the death of control. Trust is a small death; the death of lack of accountability. 

Reparation is a small death; the death of domination. Reciprocity is a small death; the 

death of autonomy. To embrace the other is a small death; the death of self-absorption. 

But think about the alternative; choosing supremacy, control, lack of accountability, 
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domination, autonomy, and self-absorption. This path feels familiar, the path of the 

world. Do not be fooled for it leads to big death and separation.”2 

Jesus in the scripture does not choose supremacy, control or self-absorption. Jesus, in fact, makes 

a very risky choice. When questioned by the high priest Caiaphas, he suggests that they talk to 

the people directly. Ask the people who have been listening to him speak in the temples and on 

the streets. Jesus proclaimed in that trial that he had said nothing in secret. The reality is that 

Jesus teachings were radical and challenging, his actions though were also compassionate, out of 

character, loving and comforting. So who knows what the people who were listening to him 

actually heard. Did they hear what they wanted to hear or did they hear the truth? I mean how 

many times in the Bible do we even hear the disciples, the followers of Jesus, who hear the 

teachings a thousand times over, still don’t understand what he is getting at? An example of this 

type of behaviour came to mind this week, first through an email, then through Facebook, and 

then on TV. When I think about how people take teachings and warp them or change them or 

maybe don’t reflect the truth of what was actually taught or meant to be I picture the priests in a 

church blessing and holding firearms.  

Jesus, unlike Simon Peter, is open and honest about who he is. He knows who he is. He 

understands his calling and he trusts in God.  As followers of Jesus where will we find the 

strength and the courage in these times of uncertainty? Being Christian is not just about doing 

what is right it’s not just a moralistic journey. Being Christian is a way of life a way that requires 

us to speak the truth in love.  To reach out to all people who are in need.  Especially the ones we 

don’t want to help.  Being Christian is about leaving behind our individual wants and desires and 

needs for control and power and instead enter the struggle of life to be a part of this struggle that 

can lead towards transformation and healing, towards an abundant movement of radical love and 

acceptance. Being a follower of Christ, being a Christian is not an easy task if we truly take up 

the cross. And we, like Peter, are human, and we are going to experience moments where we 

deny what we know is true. Moments when we are so full of fear and doubt that we can’t quite 

do what we know we are called to do. The good news is that no matter what we will never be 

separated from the love of God. Nothing can separate us from the love of God because death 

leads to resurrection, towards transformation, where we truly can figure out who we are.  What 

does it mean to be Christian?  We need to find a way to explain that to one another, to explain 

that to the world, to be truthful about what that means. So as we move towards Easter I 

encourage you to face your doubt, don’t worry if you deny, know that no matter what you are 

loved and that you are not alone and for this we give God thanks. 

Amen. 
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