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Hope In the Darkness – Hope After Failure – John 21:15-17 – Pastor Bill Limmer 

There was a young girl who grew up in Traverse City, MI. Her parents were a bit old fashioned. One night 
after an argument with her parents. She went to her room and yelled I hate you just as the door 
slammed. Later that very night she ran away to Detroit. Should had only been there one time. But it was 
a big city. It was a place to be free. On her second in the City she was befriended by a man who had the 
nicest car she had ever seen. He bought her lunch and arranged for a place to stay. He was so nice. He 
even gave her some pills that made her feel better than she ever had before.  

The good life continued for about a month. Then the man with the car taught a few things that men like. 
And because she was underage, she came at a premium price.  Every now and then she thought about 
her parents and her hometown but by now she could hardly believed she ever grew up there. Then one 
day she saw her picture on one those big billboards for missing children. 

After a year the first signs of sickness appeared on her. The man threw her out on the streets without a 
penny because he could not have someone so sick around the clients. She slept outside, fearful every 
night, making money the way she had grown accustomed. Winter came and she found herself sleeping 
on the metal grates on the sidewalk trying to stay warm. 

She was cold, physically sick, and emotionally hurting. She began to cry and repeated to herself over and 
over again, why did I ever leave home. Desperate but unsure she tried to call home, three times. No one 
answered any of the times but on the third try she left a voice mail that said, Mom an dad I am taking a 
bus home. I will be at the bus stop around midnight tomorrow. If you aren’t there, I understand. I get it. 
I will just get back on the bus. The bus left from Detroit headed for Traverse City. 

Today we are beginning a new series called Hope in the Darkness.  And we are going to go into the 
Scriptures and see if there is any hope after the darkness of failure Do you know of anyone who has 
failed? Let’s go back into the account of Jesus as it is recorded by John and see. By this time Jesus has 
already appeared to his disciples twice after his resurrection. 

The disciples just finished a night of fishing. John 21:9-179 When they landed, they saw a fire of burning 
coals there with fish on it, and some bread. . . Jesus said to them, “Come and have breakfast.” None of 
the disciples dared ask him, “Who are you?” They knew it was the Lord. 13 Jesus came, took the bread 
and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish. 14 This was now the third time Jesus appeared to 
his disciples after he was raised from the dead. When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon 
Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me more than these?” “Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I 
love you.” Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.” 16 Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He 
answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.” 17 The third time 
he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the 
third time, “Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.” Jesus 
said, “Feed my sheep.  

And here is the back story that prompted this discussion between Jesus and Peter.  Peter was one of 
Jesus’ original disciples. They had traveled the highways and the byways together. Peter was there to 
experience the compassion, the love, the wisdom, and the miracles of Jesus for three straight years. 



Peter was the spokesmen for the disciples. Peter had assured Jesus, he would die before he would deny. 
Jesus has just been falsely accused and arrested: And that leads us to this: Peter followed at a distance. 
Matthew 26 Now Peter was sitting out in the courtyard, and a servant girl came to him. “You also 
were with Jesus of Galilee,” she said.70 But he denied it before them all. “I don’t know what you’re 
talking about,” he said. 71 Then he went out to the gateway, where another servant girl saw him and 
said to the people there, “This fellow was with Jesus of Nazareth.”72 He denied it again, with an oath: 
“I don’t know the man!”73 After a little while, those standing there went up to Peter and said, “Surely 
you are one of them; your accent gives you away.”74 Then he began to call down curses, and he swore 
to them, “I don’t know the man!” Immediately a rooster crowed. 75 Then Peter remembered the word 
Jesus had spoken: “Before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times.” And he went outside 
and wept bitterly 

Literally, one of Jesus’ closest friends told the people, “You’re crazy, I don’t know Jesus.” And then a 
little while later, another person said he was disciple of Jesus, and this time Peter made an oath, in 
effect saying, “I swear to God, I don’t know Jesus.” And then a little while later when confronted with 
the truth of his discipleship again, Peter cussed a blue streak, “I don’t know the blanking guy.” And then 
dawn broke and the rooster crowed and Peter remembered Jesus words. And Peter realized he had in 
fact denied that he even knew Jesus. FAIL.  

Can you imagine the internal conversation going on in Peter’s head? Can you imagine how Satan jumped 
in to add fuel onto his guilty soul. Hey Peter, remember when you said you would die instead of deny? 
Nice. I’m glad you are not my friend. Your whole life is a hoax. You didn’t deny him one time or two but 
three times. Three strikes and you are out Peter. You are pathetic. Remember when the rooster crowed 
and you looked up and saw Jesus betrayed eyes. Yeah, he never will either. You are such a loser. Your 
word is useless. Your friendship is worthless. You are a worthless piece. Peter you are the definition of 
failure.  

Ever been there? Me too. 

You know this wasn’t the first time Peter failed, right? Here are some other examples of Peter the 
repeat offender. In Luke 5, we learn the professional fisherman Peter fished all night and caught zippo. 
The final score than night was all the fish in the whole world to nil for Peter.  Peter had tried to keep 
Jesus from completing his work. Peter had tried to keep the little children from coming to Jesus. Peter 
had tried to offer conditional and limited forgiveness. And this list goes on.  

What’s your story? What does your list of failures look like? Mine is ugly. 

Let’s say on my and your personal computers we each have a file folder that is simply called by our first 
name - Bill.  When you open that folder up. It has numerous folders inside with titles like: Lies I Have 
Told, Jokes I Have Laughed At, Things I have Yelled Under My Breath to My Parents, Songs I Have 
Listened To, Times I Have Eye Rolled at Someone else behavior or words, Things I Have Tried to Cover 
up, People I have talked about behind their back, People I have talked about and don’t even know, 
Things I Should have Done but Didn’t, And there are more file folders filled with more files including this 
one (Opportunities that I didn’t take to share Jesus with others). Like me, you have tried to delete them 
but they won’t delete. No one can find out about these file folders and files right? So like you, I have a 
password, and the password is . . .  well it is a secret. And so my password and yours is “secrecy.”  



What do you do with your failures? How do you try to keep them secret? Have you ever done this one? I 
have. I will compare it to someone else’s failure. And so, watching the network news at night, I will say 
or think things like, “What do people think these days?” As if my sin isn’t open rebellion versus God too. 
Or how about this one: I will try to compensate for my failures. I will try to do something good to try to 
make up for something bad. Then it will be like I am a really good person and people wouldn’t think that 
my sin is possible.  

Maybe an unnamed pastor will come home after a tough day trying to help people through some really 
hurtful things and his mind will be elsewhere. Meanwhile, his wife has prepared supper and can’t wait 
to talk. But his mind is somewhere else and he just wants peace and quiet. And he tell her so. Fail. 
Thankfully after supper, he is able to recognize he was wrong. He apologizes and promise to take her out 
to dinner on Friday night. Well that’s great but that doesn’t take away the sin. Here is one of my go to. I 
will punish myself internally. My inner voice will just rip me to shreds. We think we deserve to feel 
ongoing guilt for our sins. But guilt can pay for our sins. Guilt can’t add to what Jesus did on the cross. 
Satan likes these sin dodges because they don’t work. He likes to remind us our sin so he can crush us. 

But God has a different take on our sins.  

Remember our password is secrecy. Yeah, nothing is really secret from Jesus. He even knows what are in 
files without having to open them up. And you know what? Jesus is with you right now. And just so you 
and I know, he knows what he is talking about. He opens up our personal file folder and starts open the 
folders and files one by one. And each in every file he used the touch screen feature, and signed his 
name, in blood. And the file immediately leaves our computer and goes into his he sign his name and 
goes onto his personal computer. We only have one file left. And it too is signed in Jesus blood. It says, 
“It is finished.”  

The issue isn’t whether we are worthy of grace. We aren’t. That is why it is called grace.  The issue isn’t 
whether we feel guilty or not. We are. The issue isn’t the size or the number of sins. James 2:10 
says,  “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of 
it.” So we have that covered too for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. The good news is 
that Jesus has it all.  Our failings into sin are our callings into grace. God’s grace tells us, we may have 
left God but God never left us. 

Here is how we know that: , Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, do you love me more than 
these?” “Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.” Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.” 16 Again Jesus 
said, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.” Jesus 
said, “Take care of my sheep.” 17 The third time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?” 
Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know 
all things; you know that I love you.” Jesus said, “Feed my sheep. When Peter had denied Jesus three 
times he was around a fire of burning coals. And know here they were around burning coals. Peter 
remembered the smell of the coals from that horrible night. It was the same smell that was filling his 
nostrils now. But this time, Jesus isn’t a stones throw away he is right there. Three times, once for each 
of his denials. Jesus reinstalls Peter and gives him purpose.  

We need a Savior. Jesus doesn’t dismiss our sins he pays for them. One who lived without sin but paid 
the price for everything bad we have done and everything good we have left undone.  



Peter, like you and me, is released from his guilt. Restored to relationship with God. And reminded and 
reinstalled in his calling. Peter went on to start congregations, write books that are in the Bible and 
reach many people for Christ (spoiler – he wasn’t perfect along the way – just forgiven and empowered 
by God. 

Remember the story from the beginning. As the young girl was traveling on the bus to go back to 
Traverse City, she played out one scenario after another about how flawed her plan was.  What if they 
were out of town? What if they didn’t want me back home? She began to rehearse what she would say. 
“Dad, I am so sorry.” “Please, please forgive me.” 

The bus arrived right at midnight in Traverse City. The driver yelled, “fifteen minute stop.” She tried to 
fix her hair a little. She got off the bus not knowing what to expect. But she never could have imagined 
what she saw. There were forty family and friends there in a crowd with a banner that said Welcome 
Home. Her dad stepped forward and ran to his daughter and hugged her. She tried to get out the words, 
“I’m sorry” through her choked up tears. Her dad hushed her and said, “There is no time for that. We 
have to hurry and get home. There is a party waiting for you.” 

You know that you and I are the young girl right. No matter how we have failed, how many times we 
have failed, whether we have rejected God for one reason or another, when you feel like you have gone 
too far, when you have messed up so much that God couldn’t possibly love you anymore. There is Jesus, 
loving you, forgiving you, welcoming you giving you hope after failure 

Because of Jesus, there is the sure hope of not only a party waiting but also purpose in life. Jesus says to 
you, ”Feed my sheep.” It has never been more important than it is today, to share Jesus words and life 
with others. Just as you have not gone too far neither has anyone else. And you and I, like Peter are 
called to go near and far with the hope that only Jesus gives because there is someone like you and me 
who needs the hope of love, forgiveness, and purpose after failure. 

 

 


