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TWO FIRES OF COAL
(Beware of Backsliding)
“Now the servants and officers who had made a fire of coals stood there, for it was cold and they warmed themselves. And Peter stood with them and warmed himself” (Jn: 18:18)

“Then as soon as they had come to land, they saw a fire of coals there and fish laid on it and bread”. (Jn: 21:9)

Peter was the most prominent disciple of Christ, always first in the list. He had a better revelation of Christ than others. (Mt: 16). He knew the sufficiency of God’s Word (Jn: 6) He had the confidence and boasted that he would never deny or forsake Christ, though all others may fail (Lk: 22, Mt: 26). He declared his loyalty to Christ and declared his willingness even to die for Christ. He sincerely meant it. However he miserably failed.  He denied Jesus three times at a fire of coals prepared by the enemies of Christ.  Here we see the cause, the nature, and the consequence of backsliding of a believer.

However, in the second reference we see a fire of coals prepared by Jesus. There at that fire of coals Peter was forgiven, restored and re-appointed for ministry by his loving and merciful Lord. Here we see the pain, the path, the process and the peace of the restoration to a repentant believer. Let us compare and contrast these two fires of calls in the life of Apostle Peter.

First of all, we read of Peter standing and warming himself at the fire of coals prepared by the enemies of Christ, Pilate’s soldiers. This is the fire of Satan and the world.

It was the spring time in Palestine. It was cold in the early dawn. Peter felt cold. Why did he feel cold? Luk: 22:54, 55 say, “But Peter followed at a distance…. They had kindled a fire… Peter sat among them”.  Jesus was arrested. He was brought to the high priest. Peter wanted to see what happens. But he was scared to follow Jesus closely. ‘Peter followed far off”. He followed Jesus at a ‘safe distance’. He could claim that he followed Christ. But also could tell the enemies that he was not following, but just was a curious observer. They are like the water creature EEL that has the fish head and snake tail! Eel will show the head to the fish and tail to the snakes to be accepted by both. 
They are like the lizard ‘chameleon’ that changes color according to their surroundings. But you see, anyone who follows Jesus at a distance (far off) will surely feel cold! Spiritually cold. Then they will seek the artificial fires of this world and Satan that may give them outward, temporary warmth. This is the picture of believers who are going for sinful entertainments, sinful places, wrong friends, sinful habits and practices. Such people become cold and quarrelsome, position seekers and powerless.  The disciples, who followed Jesus at a distance while traveling to Capernaum, lagged behind and started quarreling among themselves seeking who should be the greatest (leader among them.)
Because of this disunity, they did not have the power to cast out demons from the boy who was possessed. (Luk: 22 & Mk: 9). Martha of Bethany worked hard for Jesus in kitchen but neglected the feet of Christ. So she felt cold and started murmuring against her sister Mary. How true of the ‘workaholic Christians’ who neglect daily and close devotion with the Master. Yes, this fire of coals was the PLACE OF BROKEN FELLOWSHIP WITH CHRIST.

Fire of this world is also THE PLACE OF WRONG COMPANY. Peter went and stood with the enemies of Christ and warmed himself. When we do not enjoy the warmth of the Word of God, People of God and the communion with Christ, we are tempted to go after the world’s fire. We seek pleasure from movies, gambling, filthy books, dirty pictures, pornography and sinful people. The psalmist cautions us in strong words that we should not sit or stand or walk with the worldly people (Psalm: 1). Peter spent time with this wrong company. One young girl noticed him and exclaimed, “Are you also not one of the disciples of this Jesus”?  Then Peter began to deny Christ. He went to the extent of ‘cursing and swearing” and affirming that he did not know Jesus! (Mat: 26:69-75). When a Christian lives with the wrong company, he slowly picks up the language of the filthy crowd. Peter was a fisher man. It is said that the language of fishermen is the worst in the world. Peter knew that kind of talk. He had forsaken that. Now he took that back again.
I heard of a drunkard who got saved. But, when ever he visited the city, he tied his horse very close to the liquor shop. Soon, he took back his old dirty habit of drinking. On a Good Friday, he came to church and in tears confessed his sin and backsliding. The pastor said to him, “Young man, when you go to the city again, tie your horse very far from the liquor shop”. Yes, dear believer, it is dangerous to walk closer to the old company and old habits. Avoid them. Flee away from every appearance of evil. Many a lives of great men of God got entangled in deep sin because of a desire to walk closer to unhealthy habits and worldly crowd.
In the third place, the fire of this world is a PLACE OF DENIAL OF CHRIST. 

Peter, I am sure, wanted to hide in the wrong place. He did not want to be known by anyone there. But someone noticed him. A believer cannot hide when he is in the wrong place. Peter must have felt guilty and awkward to be there. Adding to that, he was exposed. Sin cannot be hidden for long time. That 
Will be brought to light, to the shame and humiliation of the Christian. Peter had no courage to stand or speak for Jesus. Rather he started denying his precious Master.

Fourthly, the fire of this world is THE PLACE OF BITTER CRY IN THE END. 

The warmth and sensual comfort of this world will not last long. Read Mat: 26:74, 75 and Luk: 22:60-62. At the sad denial of Peter before the maid, ‘a rooster crowed’. Then he remembered the words of Jesus, “Before the rooster crows, you will deny me three times”. ‘So he went out and wept bitterly’. Sin in the life of a believer may bring temporary pleasure. But the final end is unbearable agony, terrible remorse, un-imaginable shame and untold weeping. This was true in the life of King David, after he committed sin Bathsheba. This was true in the case of Samson who fell in sin with Delilah. Sad to say, this had been the painful episode of hosts of Christians in history. 

In the fifth place, fire of this world is also THE PLACE OF RESIGNATION FROM GOD’S SERVICE.  Peter was the leader of the disciples. Every one looked up to him. But now he hates himself for what he did. Suddenly he lost all hopes for a prospect in the service of Christ. He must have thought that his Master would never use want him again. So he decided to quit. He resolved to return to his old job of fishing. This is a common danger to every Christian who falls in sin. A desire to quit! When Peter decided to go fishing, six other disciples said to him, “we are going with you also” (Jn: 21:3). 
When a believer backslides, he influences others to follow his bad example. Especially, when a leader falls in sin, lots of believers are discouraged and they are tempted to follow the leader or quit from following Christ. You cannot fall alone. You take others with you.  Sad to say, history records thousands of God’s people fallen in sin, quit from the ministry and lead many others astray.
But thank God, the story does not end here for Peter. God intervenes and interrupts his plans. This is what we see at the Fire of coals prepared by Jesus Christ at the bank of Tiberius, that early morning (John: 21).

All people must have concluded that Peter is a ‘gone case’ and God will not use him again. The same must have been the conclusion about King David and the prophet Jonah when they committed sin.  But see, the ‘undiscouraged perseverance of God’ in coming after the fallen ones to give them a ‘second chance’. It thrills my soul and I get a Goosebumps when I read about Jonah the disobedient preacher,” Now the Word of the Lord came again to Jonah the second time…” (Jonah: 3:1). Now look what the Loving Christ does at the fire of coals he prepared for the backslider Peter:-

It was a place of loving feast with Christ.  Jesus comes and calls “children have you any food” (v: 5). He did not call them rebels. He called them “children”. Though we sin, he lovingly calls us “my children”. Son-ship is not lost when a child of God falls in sin. Relationship is eternal though fellowship is broken by our sin. 

When the disciples confessed that they did not have anything to eat and that they did not catch any fish the whole night, Jesus could have scolded them,”This is the result of disobedience. Don’t you know that you can’t do anything without me? Why did you rebel against me? Now you are suffering.” No, He did not reprimand them. He did not come to spank them. He came with the loving words, “cast your net to the right side”. They obeyed. They caught 153 fishes. Jesus roasted some of them on that fire of coals and invited them “come and dine”. Fire of this world brings starvation. But the fire of Christ brings abundant and loving feast.  This is a good lesson for every pastor and preacher. Do not scold and condemn the backslider. Place good food in front of them. Let them eat and get satisfied. After that they would surely declare that the food with Christ is far better than the food of this world. Serve them before using the stick! Love them before judging them! Prepare spiritual fire for them, as they are cold in the enemy territory. Invite them to the fire and feast of God.

It was a place of self realization.

‘Lovest thou me more than these’? Jesus asked this penetrating and direct question to Peter three times. Why three times? Why near the fire of coals? It was because Peter denied Jesus three times and it was near the fire of coals. God expects our repentance and confession ‘specific’ and to the point. God does not appreciate ‘generalizing’ our sin.

This question may imply two interpretations. Jesus was hurt that Peter and his friends loved fishing more than following Jesus. He also wanted Peter to realize that his faith was not as strong as he claimed ‘boasting’ that he would never deny Jesus even though all other disciples deny. 
At this repeated question Peter’s heart was broken. He realized that he was not as strong as he proudly declared. Now in true self- realization he confessed, “Lord you know all things. You know that I love you”. This literally means, ‘Lord you know my heart. I love you. But I am sorry I boasted and compared with the love of others. I am weak. Please help me. I have no confidence in myself”. This self-realization is required for true restoration.
Brother, please do not live in self confidence. Please do not boast that you did not fall when others did. Please do not look down upon others who fail. You could be the next. Please do not rejoice secretly when your ‘enemy fall’. That is spiritual pride. 
Peter was the leader of the disciples. When he decided to go for fishing again, six other disciples said to him, “we are also going with you”. (21:3). When a believer backslides he influences others to backslide. Especially it is so, when a leader backslides. You cannot be back slider alone. You will influence others to follow you. You have an unconscious influence on others. When a father backslides, his family may fall together with him. Peter realized this grave consequence of his sin. 

It was a place of restoration. When was he restored? Did it take years? Did it take months? Did that process take days? No, not at all. That restoration came when Peter repented and submitted his whole self to the Lord and acknowledged that he is not in control of himself. But God is in full control of his heart, life, love and whole being. What is restoration? ‘Taking off our own hands from the steering wheel and hand over all to the loving Lord’.  The Lord was looking for that kind of surrender in Peter  and now the Lord is ready for the final step in the process of repentance, forgiveness and restoration and that is :-
It became a place of re-appointment for ministry.

Jesus said to Peter,” Feed my lambs…Tend my sheep…Feed my sheep” (vv: 15-17). Though all people may judge you, condemn you, ridicule you, insult and make conclusion that you can never be in the ministry again, God is not through with you yet, dear brother. Though your close friends may be ashamed to see you (Psalm: 38), do not be disheartened. If you truly repent, confess and receive the cleansing from God through His Word and Spirit, God is will surely use you mightily and even much more than before, though it may be in a different way. 

 The Lord in His Grace is giving a re-appointment to Peter with a three fold ministry of feeding the baby Christians, nurturing the grown up Christians and tending the weak ones in the church. 
The later history tells that Pater the coward became a courageous preacher on the day of Pentecost. He was able to win thousands of souls to the Kingdom of God. Peter who was so scared of persecution, courageously faced suffering and martyrdom. His letters and preaching enriched and encouraged babes in Christ, mature Christians and weak Christians. His latter years were greater than the beginning years. That is what God can do and will do for anyone who will leave the fire of this worls and remain at the fire of Christ.  Oh, for a fire of Christ in our lives!  Oh, for us to remain at His fire all the time!
