
June 28, 2020 -- (Pentecost 05, St. Peter and St. Paul, Apostles) 

Sermon Text – 2 Timothy 4:6-8, 17-18; John 21:15-19 

 
- But the Lord stood by me and gave me strength, so that through me the message 

might be fully proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it.  So I was rescued from the 

lion’s mouth.  The Lord will rescue me from every evil attack and save me for his 

heavenly kingdom.  To him be the glory forever and ever.  - 

 

- When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do 

you love me more than these?”  He said to him, “Yes, Lord; you know that I love you.” 

Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.” …He said to him the third time, “Simon son of John, 

do you love me?”  Peter felt hurt because he said to him the third time, “Do you love 

me?”  And he said to him, “Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you.”  Jesus 

said to him, “Feed my sheep. - 

 

Today we remember two of the most important characters in the life of the early 

church, St. Peter and St. Paul.  These two are so important to the history of the church, 

that they both also have other festival days named in their honor, “The Confession of 

St. Peter” and “The Conversion of St. Paul,” which fall on January 18th and 26th, the 

beginning and end of “The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.”  I’m not sure how those 

days all fit together, but it seems that those days focus more on events in their lives, or 

the faith they professed, more than the people that they were.  This day, celebrated 

on June 29th, seems to center on the roles they played, the positions they held and 

the relationship they had with one another.  There are a few similarities between 

them.  Both of them are Jews.  They both have close encounters with Jesus.  And they 

both become leaders in the church.  At the same time, they both have flawed 

histories.  They are both subject to human failures.  And they both have benefitted 

greatly from the grace of God.  But there are many more differences between them.  

Perhaps that is the place to start. 

 

 Let’s begin with Peter.  Peter was a fisherman.  He knew fishing for fish.  When 
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Jesus happens by one day on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, Peter is there in his 

boat, along with his brother Andrew.  Their fishing buddies, James and John, are with 

them in the next boat.  Apparently, they are in business together.  I imagine them as 

strong and rugged individuals, used to hard work and long hours.  They probably 

enjoyed a good story and pranking one another from time to time.  When Jesus sees 

them, he says, “Follow me, I’m going to make you fishers of people.” They respond 

immediately, leaving others to tend to their boats and their catch.  Together, Peter, 

James and John become the nucleus of Jesus’ disciples.  They follow him every-

where, learning his ways and witnessing his miracles.  Among them, Peter takes 

center stage.  He is spontaneous and impetuous, always willing to open his mouth 

and voice an opinion.  Once, while they’re crossing the sea, he even jumps out of the 

boat expecting to be able to walk on water.  When asked what people are saying 

about Jesus, he blurts out that the disciples believe he’s the Messiah.  Jesus calls him 

“the Rock,” I hope more because of the solidity of his faith than for the way he sank 

under the waves, when he realized he couldn’t do everything he imagined.  He 

pledges his absolute loyalty to Jesus, even if it leads to suffering and death, only to 

turn around within a few hours to deny three times that he even knows him.  And yet, 

after his resurrection, Jesus receives him back, reconciling with Peter on the banks of 

the sea he knows so well, and asking him three times “Do you love me?” and then 

instructing him to “feed my sheep.”  As a result, he becomes that rock, upon which 

Jesus promised to found his church, empowered by the Holy Spirit and preaching a 

Pentecost sermon that results in the baptism of 3,000 people on one day, a pretty 

good catch for a newly formed fisher of folk!  And he goes on to preach and teach 
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and heal and make disciples at the center of the church’s life all through the early 

chapters of the Book of Acts. 

 

 All of which happens before Paul ever enters the story.  He doesn’t even get a 

mention until the end of Acts, chapter 7, where it’s noted that the religious leaders 

who stoned Stephen, the first of the Christian martyrs, to death “laid their coast at the 

feet of a young man named Saul,” which is Paul’s Hebrew name.  From there, he 

goes on to persecute the followers of Jesus, dragging them out of their homes and 

throwing them into prison for no reason other than that they are followers of Jesus.  

That would be the end of the story.  As with Peter’s denial, this seems to be where Paul 

clearly cuts himself off from the future of the church.  But, as with Peter, Jesus is not 

content to leave it at that.  Jesus sees potential even in those who have worked 

deliberately to position themselves as far away from him as possible.  And so, as 

Paul’s pursuit of Jesus’ followers takes him down the road to Damascus, there the 

resurrected Christ confronts him directly in the flash of a blinding light, knocks him to 

the ground and demands to know why Paul is persecuting him.  He instructs Paul to 

continue to Damascus and appoints a disciple named Ananias to lay his hands on 

Paul, and pray for him to receive the Holy Spirit.  Immediately, his sight is restored and 

begins to proclaim Jesus as the Son of God.  After escaping a plot among the Jews of 

Damascus to kill him, Paul heads to Jerusalem to meet with the rest of the disciples.  

They are suspicious of this one, who formerly was persecuting the followers of Christ, 

but Barnabas is able to assure them that Paul’s new faith is real.  And then, he 

disappears.  For fourteen years, he is absent from the scene.  He says, in his Letter to 
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the Galatians, that he went to Arabia.  When he comes back, it is Barnabas who has 

gone to find him.  The church in Antioch needs help.  Paul is that person.  He resumes 

his preaching and teaching and is sent out with Barnabas to begin his series of 

missionary journeys, ready to take the good news of Jesus to the ends of the earth. 

 

 While they both play hugely important roles in the life of the early church, it’s 

not clear that they had a lot of interaction with one another.  Generally, we think of 

Peter as the one who took the message of Jesus to the Jews and Paul as the one who 

carried it to the Gentiles, it was actually Peter who first realized that the good news 

was intended for Jews and Gentiles alike.  While is Joppa on the Mediterranean 

seacoast, he has a vision and meets a Roman centurion named Cornelius, which 

demonstrates to him that “God shows no partiality,” in that “anyone who fears [God] 

and does what is right is acceptable to him.”  That marks a major turning point in the 

life of the early church; but later, when Peter’s behavior comes under the scrutiny of 

others who are not so sure, Peter backs down from this position of full acceptance for 

the Gentiles.  While previously he was willing to share table fellowship with them, he 

now withdraws and refuses to eat with Gentiles.  Paul calls him out on it.  Either 

Gentiles are acceptable in every way, or they’re not acceptable at all.  Peter can’t 

have it both ways.  He is compromising the gospel, and Paul won’t stand for it.  The 

gospel is good news to all people, or it is good news to no one.  Eventually, they both 

end up in Rome, the two greatest leaders of the early church, in the same place at 

the same time.  And there, according to the best traditions, they both die, executed 

because of their faith – Peter nailed to a cross upside down, because he said dying in 
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the same way as the Lord would be too good for him; and Paul with his head cut off, 

the more merciful form of execution, reserved for the citizens of Rome.   

 

 So, what does remembering these two leaders of the early church together 

have to say to us?  Well, it seems that God chooses and uses people like us to do 

God’s work.  Peter and Paul were not perfect.  They made mistakes.  They failed to 

live up to their own ideals.  And sometimes they held completely wrongheaded 

ideas.  But God chose them and used them to accomplish great things.  Through 

them, the good news of Jesus Christ was carried to all the known world, Jews and 

Gentiles alike, from Jerusalem all the way to Rome, the end of the earth.  And their 

greatness in spreading the word was not their doing, but God’s.  In the scene from 

John’s Gospel, the forgiveness that happens and the reinstatement of Peter to his 

position as the one to lead Christ’s church is all about Jesus.  Peter has given up by 

that time.  He has gone home.  He is back to fishing.  He’s willing to be done.  But God 

is not done with him.  Jesus comes to pick him up, to set him back on the path and to 

lead him into a renewed relationship based on love – God’s love – for us.  Paul was 

an unlikely candidate to become the early church’s most prolific proclaimer of God’s 

word, but Jesus came to him on the road and turned his entire life in a new direction.  

The other disciples, who had been with Jesus from the beginning, didn’t want to 

believe it.  “How could such a big change happen,” they wondered, “in one who 

had so vehemently persecuted the church?”  In one of the verses left out of our 

reading from 2 Timothy, Paul writes, “At my first defense no one came to my support, 

but all deserted me.”  Then he goes on to explain, “But the Lord stood by me and 
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gave me strength, so that through me the message might be fully proclaimed and all 

the Gentiles might hear it.”  That’s the miracle in these two most important leaders’ 

lives.  They are changed by God’s doing – for Peter, from “denier” to “preacher;” for 

Paul, from “persecutor” to “proclaimer;” so that all the world might hear the good 

news. 

 

       Amen. 


