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“Simon, Simon, pay attention: Satan has asked to have you all, so that he may 

sift you as wheat. 32 But I prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail. 

And when you have returned to me, strengthen your brothers.” 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed in Christ, 

If you’ve been through a number of Lenten seasons, you become so familiar with 

the readings that, after a while, the people in the readings say exactly what you 

expect them to say. You not only already have an idea of what each character is 

like, but you even know their lines. Nothing they say surprises you. It might appall 

you, but it doesn’t surprise you. They say exactly what you expect them to say. 

So when Jesus says to Peter, “Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift all of you as 

wheat,” you know from past experience what Jesus is going to say next. If you 

were hearing this story for the first time, what would you actually have expected 

to hear? “Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift all of you as wheat. But . . .” But 

what? 

Before we talk about what we might have expected to hear next, let’s look more 

closely at what Jesus has said so far. 

“Simon, Simon”—repetition was used to indicate something serious. It’s like when 

Jesus used to say “Verily, verily” in the King James Version. (The seriousness is 

shown in the EHV’s translation as well: “Amen, Amen, I tell you.”) What Jesus has 

to say here is something he wants to be sure Simon is listening to and taking 

seriously.  

“Satan has asked.” What Jesus pictures here is kind of strange—Satan asking God 

for permission to tempt someone. This isn’t the first time we see this picture in 

the Bible. In the Old Testament, Satan asks God for permission to severely afflict 

Job. He wants to prove that Job’s faith is shallow, based on the fact that God has 

blessed him so greatly, and that Job’s faith will surely fall apart if he is afflicted 

(Job 1:6-13; 2:1-6). 

“To have you all, so that he may sift you as wheat.” You may know that when 

wheat is initially harvested, the wheat has to be separated from the lighter, 



 

worthless chaff. You may also know about the technique of separation in which 

the wheat is thrown up in the air so that the wind can blow away the chaff, while 

the heavier wheat falls back toward the ground. That process can look pleasant. 

When carried out by those who knew what they were doing, it could even have 

some gentle elegance, looking like poetry in motion. 

What I just described is called winnowing. That’s not what Satan was asking to do 

to Peter. What Satan wanted to do was sifting. That’s the process of putting the 

grain into a sieve and shaking it violently in order to separate the wheat from the 

chaff. Satan wanted to shake Peter’s soul so violently that his faith would be 

shaken loose from his soul. Satan wanted to shake Peter’s soul so violently that it 

would no longer be able to stay connected to Jesus. Whether it was successful or 

not, the sifting was going to be a painful, violent process for Peter to experience. 

That’s why if you were hearing this story for the first time, you would have 

expected to hear Jesus say, “Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift all of you like 

wheat. But, of course, I’m not going to let him! I’m going to make this whole 

evening as easy as possible for your soul. Of course I’m going to protect you from 

having to undergo such severe trials. I'm not going to allow Satan anywhere near 

you!” 

Only Jesus doesn’t say that. Nor does he do that. As we know from what 

happened later that night in the courtyard of the high priest, Jesus allowed Satan 

to shake Peter violently. 

Then you’d think that Jesus, at the very least, would have said, “Simon, Simon, 

Satan has asked to have you all, so that he may sift you as wheat. And I’m going to 

let him—but only because I know you will pass with flying colors! I’m going to let 

him attempt to sift you, so you can give him a whuppin’! Go get him, Peter!” 

That’s not what happened either. The night ended with Peter running out of the 

courtyard into the darkness, where he stopped, violently shaken and weeping 

bitterly. Satan had shaken from him not one, not two, but three separate denials 

of his Lord and Master. 



 

Yes, the same Lord and Master that Peter had proudly proclaimed he would never 

leave, much less deny! Peter had been so certain, so confident in himself. While it 

was possible that all the other disciples had such a weak bond with Jesus that 

they could easily be shaken loose from Jesus, Peter knew that he was too strong 

to fall into such sin.  

Now we’re nearing the answer to the questions that we haven’t come right out 

and asked: Why did Jesus allow Peter to go through this? Was Jesus just messing 

with the devil? Is it just Jesus’ way of playing Lucy van Pelt to Satan’s Charlie 

Brown? The devil says, “You’re really going to let me kick the football this time? 

You’re really going to let me attack and steal this soul? Okay, let me get a running 

start.” Then at the last second Jesus snatches the soul away from Satan? 

No, God had an even greater plan than that. God didn’t just have a plan to defeat 

the devil; he also had a gracious plan for Peter. That gracious plan involved 

allowing Peter not only to be shaken violently in the darkness that night but also 

to fail.  

Why? Because Peter needed this. Peter needed to be humbled. Peter needed to 

fail, and the reason is because of his strong faith. Yes, I said Peter had strong faith. 

Unfortunately, Peter’s strong faith was in himself. He trusted in his own strength, 

his own faith. He needed to learn to stop trusting in his strength and instead trust 

in Jesus for strength against Satan. 

Maybe you have felt like Peter as you viewed the downfalls of others. Maybe it 

was the downfall of a celebrity, as you told yourself with great certainty that you 

could never even imagine doing such a thing—much less actually do it! Maybe it 

was the sin of a fellow Christian, as you shook your head with what was supposed 

to look like sadness but really was saying, “I guess there are some Christians who 

could be so weak as to do such things. But not I!”  

Then maybe Satan grabbed you and shook you so violently—and yet somehow 

also so effortlessly—that you committed a sin that was so great, so foul, so 

selfish, so harmful to others, so evil that you were shocked by it. You were both 



 

amazed and appalled that you could be shaken so violently and so effectively by 

Satan.  

Why would God allow Satan to do that to you? Because now, weeping bitterly in 

the darkness outside the courtyard, you are much closer to knowing yourself as 

you truly are—a sinner who is helpless to defeat the devil with your own strength, 

a sheep who is defenseless against the one the Bible says “prowls around like a 

roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8).  

But there’s no real benefit in knowing that about yourself unless you know about 

some other sifting attempted that night. In fact, that knowledge only brings a 

great sense of despair and hopelessness. 

Peter was not Satan’s primary target that night. What the devil really wanted was 

to sift Jesus like wheat and destroy him by separating him from unity with his 

Father. He wanted to get Jesus to separate himself for a moment from obedience 

to God’s commands.  

The sifting Satan carried out through a servant girl and a few bystanders was 

nothing compared to the sifting Satan attempted on Jesus in the Garden of 

Gethsemane that night. He shook Jesus so violently that Jesus was hanging on for 

dear spiritual life, his sweat like great drops of blood. Satan shook Jesus violently, 

all the while telling him that it would be easier just to let go, just give in, just quit, 

just put down the cup his Father was giving him to drink. 

While Peter failed three times, Jesus did not fail even once. When Satan attempts 

to sift you, to shake your faith by telling you that your sins guarantee your going 

to hell, you can say with unshakeable certainty that your sins are forgiven through 

Christ and your faith is firmly—and only—in him. 

When you say that, Jesus’ prayer for Peter has been answered for you too. While 

Jesus didn’t pray that Peter wouldn’t be shaken and sifted, he did pray that 

Peter’s faith would not fail. We know from reading the books of Acts and 1 Peter 

and 2 Peter that his faith did not fail. 



 

Jesus allowed Peter to fail that night, but he didn’t allow Peter’s faith to fail. We 

know that Satan wanted to permanently separate Peter from Jesus, but it 

completely backfired on him because Jesus used that sifting to separate Peter 

from the pride that endangered his soul. He used Satan’s sifting to strengthen 

Peter’s faith, to cleanse it of impurities. As a result, Peter was that much better 

able to carry out the last part of Jesus’ words here. 

Jesus said, “And when you have returned to me, strengthen your brothers.” 

Peter did that in the early New Testament church. He became one of the central 

figures in it, the person who in Acts chapter 10 spoke up to, and spoke up for, his 

gentile brothers. There is a humility in the epistles he wrote—a humility with 

which he would not have been able to write had he not been sifted.  

When we have returned to Jesus in repentance and have received forgiveness 

from the one who defeated Satan for us, our newfound humility and weakness 

actually better position us to strengthen our brothers and sisters in Christ, as well 

as point others to him. 

Satan may ask God to sift you as wheat, but remember that Satan’s power is 

limited. If he has to ask for permission, he clearly cannot do whatever he wants.  

God may grant that permission, but if he does, he will use it to separate you from 

something harmful for your soul. He will also use it to do the opposite of sifting. 

Instead of accomplishing the separation Satan desires, he will actually bring you 

even closer. He will bind you even more tightly to Jesus. Amen.  

 


