
ECF 31st May 2020 John 18:12-27   How to Stand Under Pressure 
Overconfidence is disastrous in sport.  It leads people to take their eye off the goal, to relax, to think they’ve things under 
control, when they’re actually in danger of failure.  But this isn’t only a problem in sport.  It is also in our lives. 
 
There are many different issues that put us under pressure, and in the middle of this pandemic there are even more than 
usual.  Things like 

• restrictions on our travel,  

• disruption of our routine,  

• stress in our family life,  

• anxiety over our finances,  

• fear about our health,  

• worry about our future.  
 
But whatever we’re facing, if we’re overconfident, overoptimistic, if we arrogantly think that we have all the strength and 
ability to handle any situation, then we’re setting ourselves up for disaster. 
 
This is what happened with Peter.  He was a remarkable follower of Jesus.  He was committed, enthusiastic and courageous.  
But despite all of this Peter crumbled under pressure.   
 
So what happened and what can we learn from this about how we can stand under the pressures that we face each day? 
 
John 18:12-27: “Then the detachment of soldiers with its commander and the Jewish officials arrested Jesus. They bound 
him 13 and brought him first to Annas, who was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, the high priest that year. 14 Caiaphas was the 
one who had advised the Jews that it would be good if one man died for the people. 
15 Simon Peter and another disciple were following Jesus. Because this disciple was known to the high priest, he went with 
Jesus into the high priest’s courtyard, 16 but Peter had to wait outside at the door. The other disciple, who was known to the 
high priest, came back, spoke to the girl on duty there and brought Peter in. 
17 “You are not one of his disciples, are you?” the girl at the door asked Peter. 
He replied, “I am not.” 
18 It was cold, and the servants and officials stood round a fire they had made to keep warm. Peter also was standing with 
them, warming himself. 
19 Meanwhile, the high priest questioned Jesus about his disciples and his teaching. 
20 “I have spoken openly to the world,” Jesus replied. “I always taught in synagogues or at the temple, where all the Jews 
come together. I said nothing in secret. 21 Why question me? Ask those who heard me. Surely they know what I said.” 
22 When Jesus said this, one of the officials near by struck him in the face. “Is this the way you answer the high priest?” he 
demanded. 
23 “If I said something wrong,” Jesus replied, “testify as to what is wrong. But if I spoke the truth, why did you strike me?” 
24 Then Annas sent him, still bound, to Caiaphas the high priest. 
25 As Simon Peter stood warming himself, he was asked, “You are not one of his disciples, are you?” 
He denied it, saying, “I am not.” 
26 One of the high priest’s servants, a relative of the man whose ear Peter had cut off, challenged him, “Didn’t I see you with 
him in the olive grove?” 27 Again Peter denied it, and at that moment a cock began to crow.” 
 
1.  A Stark Contrast 
This was a high pressure situation for both Jesus and Peter.  After his arrest, Jesus was bound and taken to the house of 
“Annas, who was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, the high priest that year.” John 18:13 
 
a)  A Similar Challenge  
Annas had been appointed as high priest and according to Jewish law, it should have been for life.  But the Romans didn’t 
like one person to have all that power, and so they frequently changed them.  So over the years, Annas was succeeded by 
five of his sons, and by Caiaphas, his son-in-law.   
 
But some of the Jews didn’t accept the Romans doing this.  They looked on Annas as the one who was still in charge.  He 
was the power behind the throne.   
 
So in this private interrogation, before his trial in front of the Sanhedrin, Jesus was facing the most powerful Jew in his 
society.  And Annas was not playing by the rules.     

• He was using his political power to influence the result, to make sure Jesus would be condemned. 

• Trials were also supposed to be based on witness statements.  But “The high priest questioned Jesus.” John 18:19, 



trying to get him to incriminate himself. 

• And when Jesus challenged this, “One of the officials struck him in the face.” John 18:22, again acting illegally, punishing 
someone before they were convicted.   

 
So Jesus was in a high pressure situation.  He was separated from his supporters, surrounded by his enemies and being 
questioned illegally under threat of violence. 
 
Peter was also under pressure that night.  He’d followed Jesus to the courtyard with another disciple.  We don’t know who 
that was, but he was known to the high priest so he “Spoke to the girl on duty there and brought Peter in.” John 18:16 
 
And so Peter stepped into enemy territory surrounded by those who had gathered together for the express purpose of 
killing the one he called Lord.   
 
b)  A Different Response  
So it was a dangerous and stressful situation for both of them.  But Jesus and Peter responded so differently.   
 
When questioned, Jesus denied nothing.  Even when he was assaulted, he defended himself calmly and courageously.  “If I 
said something wrong, testify as to what is wrong.  But if I spoke the truth, why did you strike me?”  John 19:23   
 
But in stark contrast, three times Peter denied his identity as a follower of Jesus.  The first was when the girl at the door 
asked “You are not one of his disciples, are you?” John 18:17  Peter replied, “I am not.” John 18:17 
 
So what was the difference?  Why did Jesus stand up so strongly under the intense pressure of that night, when Peter 
crumbled so disastrously? 
 
2. Be Humble    
Well, one difference was that Peter wasn’t humble .  Earlier he’d been supremely self-confident.  When Jesus said that his 
disciples couldn’t follow him, Peter protested, “Lord, why can’t I follow you now? I will lay down my life for you.” John 13:37  
 
a)  Don’t be Self-confident    
We have to admire his courage and commitment.  And these weren’t just empty words.  Even when people had left because 
of the difficulty of his teaching, Peter had stuck with Jesus.  “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.” 
John 6:68  
 
But Peter didn’t realise that there were some situations that he just couldn’t cope with on his own.   
 
A few years ago a news report carried a story about a photographer who was a skydiver. He’d jumped from a plane along 
with other skydivers and filmed the group as they fell and opened their parachutes.  
 
However, on the film, as the final skydiver opened his chute, the picture went crazy.  The reason was because the 
cameraman had jumped out of the plane without his parachute.  It wasn't until he reached for the absent ripcord that he 
realized he was freefalling to his death. 
 
Self-confidence is like that.  We don’t know we’re in trouble until the moment we need to depend on ourselves and we find 
we don’t have the resources.  “If you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!” 1 Corinthians 10:12 
 
b)  Be Realistic  
Jesus of course was more realistic about Peter.  He knew his weakness.  “Will you really lay down your life for me? I tell you 
the truth, before the cock crows, you will disown me three times!” John 13:38  
 
But Jesus was also realistic about himself.  He didn’t go into this pressured situation bursting with self-confidence.  He went 
honestly about the challenges he was facing.   
In Gethsemane, he’d said to his disciples: “My soul is overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death… Stay here and keep 
watch.” Mark 14:34  He was honest about his struggle and was humble enough to ask for support. 
 
And God wants us to be the same.  To face up to our weaknesses.  To be real with how susceptible we are to temptation.  
Admit we can’t live this Christian life on our own strength.  And then depend ,not on our limited resources, but on God’s 
unlimited resources! 
 



Peter learned this painful lesson.  He wrote: “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” 1 Peter 5:5  We don’t 
stand under pressure by being strong in ourselves, but by being honest about our weakness and depending on God’s grace! 
 
3. Pray Passionately  
So Peter failed because he wasn’t humble.  But as a result of this, he also failed to pray.   
 
In Gethsemane, Jesus asked Peter and the others to pray.  “Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation.” Mark 
14:38.  But they’d fallen asleep.  They’d missed this opportunity to connect with God’s power.   
 
But Jesus hadn’t. “Going a little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and prayed.” Matthew 26:39   This was intense, 
real, heartfelt, desperate communion with his Father.   
 
And this was a characteristic of Jesus’ life.  We’ve just spent four weeks looking at Jesus’ amazing prayer in John 17.  And 
Luke 5:16 says that “Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed.”  
 
This was not an empty religious ritual for Jesus.  This wasn’t about reciting a prayer and rushing into something more 
important.  This was passionate prayer, desperate cries to his Father for help. 
 
This is what the writer of the Hebrews says: “During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with 
loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission.” 
Hebrews 5:7 
 
a)  Connect to God  
So if this was a key part of Jesus’ life, then how much more do we need to connect with God in our lives?  Hebrews 4:16 
encourages us: “Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to 
help us in our time of need.”  
 
A while back I read about a missionary called Herbert Jackson.  He was given a car that wouldn’t start without a push.  So he 
devised a plan to enable him to use it.  Each morning he got some school kids to push his car off.  And during the day he’d 
either park his car on a hill or leave it running.   
 
After 2 years of doing this, he was to leave and give the car to the person who was taking over his ministry.  Jackson proudly 
explained his arrangement for getting the car started.  As he listened, this new guy had a look under the bonnet.  Before 
Jackson had finished, he interrupted.  “Dr. Jackson, I believe the only trouble is this loose cable.”  He gave it a twist, stepped 
into the car, and the engine roared into life!  For 2 years this loose connection had kept Jackson from putting the power to 
work.   
Is it possible that we sometimes struggle along, weighed down by the pressure of life, because we don’t connect with God? 
 
Of course, prayer might not necessarily change our circumstances.  But prayer does change us as we spend time in the 
presence of our God.  So are we taking full advantage of this privilege and the power that is available? 
 
That night Peter failed to do that.  But he learned his lesson.  He wrote: “Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for 
you.” 1 Peter 5:7.  Let’s not try and carry those burdens ourselves, but let’s keep giving them to the Lord. 
 

4. Accept God’s Purpose  
But Peter didn’t only fail to pray.  He also failed to accept God’s purpose.   
 
Last week we saw Jesus’ complete submission to his Father’s will.  This is what he expressed in prayer in the garden: “Yet 
not as I will, but as you will.” Matthew 26:39.   
 
And that’s why he told Peter to put his sword away: “Shall I not drink the cup the Father has given me?” John 18:11  
 
And so that’s why he could be so calm in this high-pressure situation.  He knew that this was God’s will, and he was single-
minded in his determination to fulfil it.  
 
a) Don’t Resist 
But Peter was different.  Just after Peter declared that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of the living God, Jesus had gone on to 
explain how he was going to be killed.  But Peter took Jesus aside and actually rebuked him.  “Never Lord… this shall never 
happen to you.” Matthew 16:22.   



 
He thought that he knew God’s plan better than Jesus did.  In his thinking, God would never let the Messiah suffer at the 
hands of the religious leaders.  He’d never let him be killed.   
 
Maybe that’s why Peter resisted Jesus’ arrest in Gethsemane, why he drew that sword and attacked the high priests’ 
servant.  Maybe this is why he just couldn’t cope when Jesus was bound and put on trial.  It didn’t fit with what Peter 
thought would happen.  So when it did, his faith and commitment crumbled.   
 
And if we don’t accept God’s purpose for our lives then we’re also setting ourselves up for failure.  
 
Some people teach that those who faithfully follow Jesus will always experience perfect health, wealth and happiness 
throughout their lives.  And so when illness, or poverty or suffering comes into their lives, their faith crumbles because God 
didn’t do what they thought he would do. 
 
b) Rejoice 
Instead we need to stand on what God has said he will do.  Earlier in this gospel we read how Jesus told his disciples: “In this 
world you will have trouble.”  John 16:33.  So we don’t need to panic when hardship, persecution, struggle or suffering 
come into our lives.  They are all part of God’s plan and purpose for us. 
 
But instead we can rejoice because Jesus went on to say, “But take heart! I have overcome the world.” John 16:33  On the 
cross, Jesus defeated the powers of evil.   And so if we’ve put our faith in Jesus, then even when the world does its worst to 
us, we don’t need to despair.  That’s because we know that in Christ we have been brought into his victory.  We have  

• Forgiveness of our sins. 

• Freedom from the curse of the law. 

• Fellowship with God. 

• And a future that is guaranteed and glorious. 
 
5. Reject Secrecy  
So Peter failed to stand under the pressure of that night because unlike Jesus he wasn’t authentic, he didn’t pray 
passionately and he didn’t accept God’s purpose.  But finally, he also he didn’t reject secrecy. 
 
a) Stay Close to Jesus 
Matthew 26:58 says that “Peter followed him at a distance, right up to the courtyard of the high priest.”  It was great that 
Peter was still trying to follow Jesus.  Even that night Peter loved him.  But the problem was that he followed at a distance.   
 
In the Garden, when Jesus was arrested, Peter was right there standing next to Jesus.  His allegiance was clear and he had 
fought for him. 
 
But on the way to the courtyard, Peter held back.  He hid his identity.  He didn’t immediately nail his colours to the mast and 
declare his love of Jesus.  He tried to keep it secret.  And that led to his first tragic denial of Jesus.   
 
b) Speak Openly  
But Jesus was different.  When he was questioned by the high priest about his disciples and his teaching, look at what he 
said:  “I have spoken openly to the world… I always taught in synagogues or at the temple, where all the Jews come 
together. I said nothing in secret.”  John 18:20 
 
Many cults and false teachers around the world have secret beliefs or rituals.  You only find out what they really believe 
once they’ve hooked you in.  But Jesus wasn’t like that.  He wasn’t creating a secret society with hidden teachings.  He 
didn’t try to hide who he was or what he taught.  He taught openly and in public.   
 
In fact that’s why he came.  “No-one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made 
him known.” John 1:18  Jesus came to be the revelation of God, to declare openly what before had been hidden. 
 
And so his disciples are also called to be open about who they are and whom they belong to.  They’re called to stay close to 
Jesus and speak openly about him.  To say with Paul: “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for 
the salvation of everyone who believes.” Romans 1:16  
 
If we want to stand under the pressure, we need to reject secrecy.  We need to go public with our faith.  We need to be 
open about our commitment to Christ, let people see right from the start that we follow Jesus.    



 
I was taught that lesson years ago.  I’ve always been easily embarrassed.  So when I started my studies in Glasgow Uni I 
wasn’t desperate to tell everyone that I was a Christian right away.   
 
But that first day my colleagues in the lab invited me to the pub afterwards.  Kind of sheepishly, I thanked them for the 
invite, but mumbled something about that I couldn’t because I was going to church.  It wasn’t a clear declaration of my 
faith, but from that time on they just accepted that I was a Christian.  And this protected me from denying my faith and 
gave me amazing opportunities to talk to them about Jesus.   
 
We’re not called to be secret disciples.  We need to stay close to Jesus and speak openly about him. 
 
b) Separate from the World 
But we also need to separate from the world.  In the courtyard, the servants and officials of the high priest stood by a fire.  
And “Peter also was standing with them, warming himself.” John 18:18 
 
While Jesus was being questioned and assaulted, Peter stood with those who’d arrested his Lord.  He warmed himself at 
their fire, looking just like them, rather than separating himself from their evil actions.  And it was this that led to his second 
and third denials. 
 
If we want to stand under the pressure in our lives then we need to separate from the world.  Psalm 1 says:  
“Blessed is the man 
who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked 
or stand in the way of sinners 
or sit in the seat of mockers.” Psalm 1:1 
 
This doesn’t mean that we need to remove ourselves out of world.  Jesus doesn’t want this.  But we to be sanctified from it.  
Yes we need to get close to people, to be friends of sinners, like Jesus was.  But we need to be distinct from them.   
 
We need to live, as Peter said, “As aliens and strangers in the world.” 1 Peter 2:11   If we belong to Jesus, then we don’t 
belong to this world and so we should not just fit in with it.  We need to stand out as different because we follow Jesus.  
 
 
 
Conclusion 
So this was a disastrous night for Peter.  It wasn’t fatal because of the restoring grace of Jesus, as we’ll see in chapter 21, but 
it was still deeply painful both for Peter and Jesus.   
 
But we don’t need to follow Peter’s footsteps.  Instead we can follow Jesus and stand under pressure because we are willing 
to  

• Be humble – honestly facing up to our weakness. 

• Pray Passionately – fervently calling out to him for help. 

• Accept God’s Purpose – believing that although our lives include suffering, Jesus has overcome the world.  

• Reject Secrecy – staying close to Jesus, speaking openly about him and separating ourselves from this world.   
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