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   It’s easy to mock conspiracy theorists, but here’s a not-so-conspiratorial fact: we’re surrounded by them!  Nearly half of Americans believe in at least one conspiracy theory, whether it’s who shot President Kennedy, who was behind 9/11, or where President Obama was born. 
   A couple of years ago, Smithsonian Magazine reported on a study by researchers at the University of Chicago who compiled four different surveys that asked Americans about their familiarity with conspiracy theories.  Most people had at least heard of the various theories, and 55% of them agreed with at least one.  These included statements like:  “Vapor trails left by aircraft are actually chemical agents deliberately sprayed in a clandestine program directed by government officials.”

   Even more wild is the continuing existence of an International Flat Earth Research Society of America.  Former president Charles K. Johnson built the society up to 3,500 members during his tenure.  He once said, “I’ve been a flat-earther all my life.  When I saw the globe in grade school, I didn’t accept it.  To me, it was illogical.”
     Contrary to popular opinion, “Denial” is not a river in Egypt.  Rather, it is a defense mechanism our brains put into effect to protect us.  Denial is the rejection of a painful reality despite a body of knowledge to the contrary.  It can be conscious or unconscious.

     In the passage of Scripture before us today – Mark 14:27-31 – we see Jesus’ prediction that His impetuous disciple, Peter, would deny Him.  In fact, that denial would happen 3 separate times.  Denial in this case is more akin to “disowning” or “falling away.”  

      As we soon read this well-known passage, I’d ask you to consider when you have denied Jesus Christ, dear ones.  Peter denied knowing Jesus when confronted with the truth; would he stand tall and true, or would he shrink back and shirk?  Similarly, have you taught your children to be courageous for Christ?  Because we’re still under the influence of our sinful beginnings, each of us is capable of denying Jesus; sometimes, it happens after bold assertions to the contrary.  That brings us to the Apostle Peter in today’s text.
Mark 14:27-31:
   27 Then Jesus said to them, “All of you will be made to stumble because of Me this night, for it is written:

‘I will strike the Shepherd, 
And the sheep will be scattered.’

   28 “But after I have been raised, I will go before you to Galilee.”

   29 Peter said to Him, “Even if all are made to stumble, yet I will not be.”

   30 Jesus said to him, “Assuredly, I say to you that today, even this night, before the rooster crows twice, you will deny Me three times.”

   31 But he spoke more vehemently, “If I have to die with You, I will not deny You!”  And they all said likewise.”

     Two other writers of the gospel also comment on this event, Matthew and Luke.  The accounts of Mark and Matthew are very similar.  However, Luke’s gospel account on this event adds some important information that Mark and Matthew do not.

Luke 22:31-34:

   31 And the Lord said, “Simon, Simon!  Indeed, Satan has asked for you, that he may sift you as wheat.  32 But I have prayed for you, that your faith should not fail; and when you have returned to Me, strengthen your brethren.”

   33 But he said to Him, “Lord, I am ready to go with You, both to prison and to death.”

   34 Then He said, “I tell you, Peter, the rooster shall not crow this day before you will deny three times that you know Me.”

     The additional material Luke includes is helpful.  In Luke 22:31 Jesus refers to “Simon”, the original name for Peter.  John 1:42 teaches that when Jesus first saw Simon, he said to him, “You are Simon the son of Jonah.  You shall be called Cephas (Peter).”  Jesus uses both names in this passage from Luke, calling him Simon in verse 31, and Peter in verse 34.

     Jesus shows His affection for Peter when he says, “Simon, Simon.”  Such repetition of names in Scripture reveals emphasis – in other words, “don’t miss this!”  Today, we would use a highlighter, bold-face, all caps, or italics to emphasize a word.  
     Besides Simon’s name in verse 31, there is also the pronoun “you” as in “Satan has asked for you, that he may sift you as wheat.”  It is used in the plural sense, meaning Satan desired to sift all of the disciples.  (The plural of “y’all” is “all y’all.”)  Going back to our text for today in Mark’s gospel account (it’s the same in Matthew), we see Jesus begins his speech with the words, “All of you”, also obviously plural.
     All of the disciples will be made to stumble that very night.  “Stumble” is translated “fall away” in both the New International and English Standard Versions.  The literal interpretation is “offend”, which is the English translation of the original Greek word, skandalizo from which we get our word “scandalize.”  These men were going to be shocked/horrified by what was about to take place.
     Yet, this shouldn’t be coming as a surprise to them.  Jesus next quotes the Old Testament prophet Zechariah who prophesied in Zechariah 13:7:
“Awake, O sword, against My Shepherd, 
Against the Man who is My Companion,”
Says the Lord of hosts. 
“Strike the Shepherd, 
and the sheep will be scattered; 
then I will turn My hand against the little ones.” 

     Jesus is going to be struck down (referring to His arrest, trial, sentence and execution).  “(He also) predict(s) that the disciples will all become untrue to Him.  They will resemble sheep that are running away from their shepherd.  This will happen when Jesus, the Good Shepherd, is captured and slain.” (Hendriksen, 578)  Without their Leader (their focal point), Jesus’ inner circle would panic and flee.
     Jesus then again predicts His death when He says in verse 28, “But after I have been raised, I will go before you to Galilee.”  Jesus here says that He will be raised (from the dead).  The disciples didn’t remember this until an angel reminded them the morning of Jesus’ resurrection.  This is Mark 16:7 – “But go, tell His disciples—and Peter—that He is going before you into Galilee; there you will see Him, as He said to you.”
     As if He didn’t hear what Jesus just said, Peter, in verse 29, asserts his boldness in saying he’ll love Jesus and remain loyal to Him no matter what.  “Even if everyone else is ashamed of you when things fall to pieces, I won’t be.” (The Message)  In verse 31, he re-asserts his desire, though he added he’d die for Jesus if it came to it!  Ah, Peter, that’s noble, but don’t assert something you can’t back up!  Jesus responds, “Don’t be so sure.  Today, this very night in fact, before the rooster crows twice, you will deny me three times.” (The Message)  Incredibly, each of the apostles said they’d do likewise!
     Peter’s sin was to treat the words of Jesus with disbelief.  He also didn’t know himself very well.  “He has an inflated opinion of himself, is overconfident (and) conceited.” (Hendriksen, 579)
Some in this room, at times, suffer from this.  We may think that we are able to live a holy life apart from sin on our own strength and hard work.  In so doing, we forsake the help and support of other brothers and sisters in Christ.  Sometimes, you may isolate yourself from the fellowship of people God has put in your life to help you bear the afflictions of life in a fallen world.  We all have afflictions.  We can’t do it alone!  Mr. or Mrs. Peter – you are weak and sickly in your faith, and let’s face it – there are times when you simply need to lay your head on the shoulder of another Christian who will be there to weep with you when you weep!
     Clearly, Jesus knew beforehand that His disciples were weak and sickly in their faith.  He says as much to them.  But, notice this – He doesn’t kick them to the curb!  He will come back to them, and He will use them to declare His saving gospel message throughout the known world.

     Chinese pastor Wang Min-dao once said that he would not allow a picture of the Japanese Emperor in his church building.  Several years later the Communists demanded that Pastor Wang hang a picture of their leader, Chairman Mao in his sanctuary.  “I do not even have a picture of Jesus in my Church,” the pastor said.  “I refused to hang a picture of the Japanese emperor, and I refuse to hang one of Mao.”

     Wang was arrested in 1955, and for 2 years he was subjected to severe torture and brain-washing.  Driven nearly insane by the torture, Wang finally signed a “confession” outlining all his “crimes” against the People’s Republic.  With the confession, Pastor Wang secured his release from prison.

     But outside the prison, he had no peace.  He told himself, “I am Judas.  I am like Peter when he denied Christ.”  Finally, he went back to the Chinese police.  “I renounce my confession,” he told them.  “Do with me as you will.”  The guards were not satisfied to merely imprison Wang again.  So they put his wife in as well. 
     Just like He did with Peter, Jesus accepts our weakness and works with us until we are strong again.  He did it with Pastor Wang, and he can do it with you.  Do you suffer from the memory of a missed opportunity to stand up for Christ?  Ask God to restore you.  He will.
     Throughout the centuries, several accounts of amazing courage and bravery by God’s people reveal the intensity of their love and commitment to Christ.  Sometimes, the faithfulness of God’s people convicted their persecutors to surrender to Christ Jesus.  This was especially the case with the “Thundering Legion.”

     The emperor Licinius, no friend of Christianity, demanded that every soldier under his command sacrifice to the Roman gods.  But the 40 Christian men of the “Thundering Legion” refused.  Their general, Lysias, had them whipped, torn, with hooks, and then imprisoned in chains.  When they still refused to bow down and give up their worship of God, Lysias ordered them stripped of their clothing and left in the middle of a frozen lake until they relented.
     A warm bath was poured for any who would give up their convictions.  The men prayed together that their number would not be broken.  However, as it grew dark, one could not bear the cold and longer and ran to the warm bath.

     One of the guards who had watched the 40 brave soldiers sing to Christ became angry that one would give in to Lysias’s orders.  His anger turned to conviction, and then his conviction turned to faith.  He tore off his clothes and ran out on the icy lake, fulfilling the promise to be “forty brave soldiers for Christ!”

     The 40 died together that day.  The one who gave up his faith for a warm bath also died.  His body succumbed to convulsions when he was placed into the warm water after so much time naked in the cold.  
     Every day, we have opportunity to make choices.  If we’ve been given a new heart by God in Christ, then we have the freedom to choose according to our new nature, and not merely our old, sinful nature.  That means we can choose to be obedient to God, or we can choose to submit to the pressure of being relevant.  We can choose the way of our Shepherd Savior.
     To not do according to the dictates of Holy Scripture is to deny Jesus.  God expects us to be a people of His Book.  This Word teaches us, among other things:  “(…) as the elect of God, holy and beloved, (to) put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, longsuffering; 13 bearing with one another, and forgiving one another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as Christ forgave you, so you also must do.” (Colossians 3:12-13) 
     Would your attitude and bearing reflect kindnesses extended to others in the church family God has placed you?  Are you bearing with others who have to bear with you?  Is your idea of “long suffering” a few weeks or a couple of months?  That’s a long time for a mayfly to live, but God’s people are to reflect such graces with others throughout this life and the next one.
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