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THE EYES OF A WINNER 
Dealing With The Comparative Mindset 

Text: John 21:15-25 
 

The Comparative Mindset 
 
“What about him?”  What about her?  What about all the other people out there with 
us in the great road race of life?  There is hardly an American that has not been raised on 
a diet of slogans and strategies that push us to seize the opportunities for competition 
that surround us each day.  We’re taught that if the thrill of victory isn't everything or 
even the only thing, then it sure beats the agony of defeat!  You've heard the rallying 
cries, I’m sure: "Why not the best?"  "Nice guys finish last."  "Go for the gold!" and 
"Always stay one step ahead of the competition." 
 
You don't need to be wearing a uniform to be someone whose life is shaped by this urge.  
Most of us are given to the comparative mindset – to the tendency to measure our own 
success, attractiveness, or any other attribute we might desire by holding it up against the 
apparent performance of others.   
 
In some ways, of course, it can be helpful to engage in these kinds of comparisons.  
Competition keeps us striving and stretching.  Where would the space program, industry 
and business standards, athletics, or even the ministry of the church be without the desire 
to seek the excellence sometimes modeled by others?   
 
The problem comes when the eyes of a would-be winner become fixed on the wrong 
standard for performance -- when competing loses its power to help us grow, when it 
exerts instead a far more dangerous range of effects – as this morning's Scripture helps 
make clear. 
 

The Sanctuary of Comparison 
 
Like all of us, it is very likely that Simon Peter wanted to be a winner in life.  Perhaps that 
is partly why he followed Jesus in the beginning – in the hope of achieving a stature and 
legacy greater than his working class roots.  It must have felt fabulous to have a man like 
Jesus call him by name.  Peter’s head must have spun with pride as others looked with 
envy at him for his place within the inner circle of this celebrity.  As Christ’s campaign 
turned toward Jerusalem and the new Kingdom that seemed just around the corner, 
Peter’s imagination must have run wild.  Those folks from his home town, who thought he 
would never amount to much, He’d show them all.  Others might find the going too 
tough.  Others might not make the cut, and fall by the wayside, but he'd be Jesus' right-
hand man all the way.  He'd be a leader, a pillar of the new order, a winner for sure. 
 
And then came that night that turned the dream into a nightmare... the horrible 
confrontation in the garden of Gethsemane... the menacing forms of soldiers 
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everywhere... the shouts of accusation... the pounding of his heart in his ears as he ran 
from that place... "No I don't know him... No, I was never with him... No, I have nothing 
to do with him!…”  As “a rooster began to crow.” 
 
One day must have blurred into the next, as Peter struggled to make sense of what had 
happened.   Maybe he comforted himself by making the sort of comparisons to others we 
sometimes make when we've failed.  "At least I didn't sell him out like that so-and-so 
Judas did," he may have thought.  "At least I followed him for as long as I did, which is a 
lot more than I can say for plenty of others," he may have sighed.  "At least I'm not like 
that person who’s always showing off... At least I'm not like those kids at school who 
cheat on every test... At least I'm not like the one who never even thinks of God, or the 
jerk who climbs over everyone else to get to the top, or the terrorist who kills people." 
 
It's funny isn't it how we can make ourselves feel like winners if we focus long enough on 
the losers around us?  There will always be someone less principled, less faithful, less 
disciplined, less honest, or less of anything else we wish we could be.  As long as we 
maintain the competitive mindset, we can always retreat into some sanctuary of 
comparative success that will make us feel better about ourselves, while denying us the 
opportunity that our humiliations and losses give us to learn and grow. 
 

The Sword of Comparison 
 
The SECOND problem with the competitive strategy for personal fulfillment is that it is 
also a two-edged sword.  Just as there are those who will seem to be less worthy than 
you, so there will almost always be those who seem to be better performers.  "Why 
couldn't I understand what Jesus was about the way John seems to?" Peter must have 
asked.  "Why couldn't I have kept my cool in the garden the way that John did?"  "Why 
couldn't I stay close to him to the very end like Mary and the other women did?" 
 
Maybe you find yourself looking across the room at someone you feel is better looking 
than you and thinking to yourself, "Wow, why couldn't I look like that."  Or perhaps this 
past month you've come across someone who seemed to have the glow of success about 
them and doubted if anyone saw that in you.  Maybe you've looked around you and 
thought: “I really thought I’d be further along the career path by now, or married by now, 
or still married by now, or living in a nicer home, or better-known, or better-educated, or 
more widely-traveled.   Perhaps as you see how other people seem to be doing you think 
to yourself, why couldn't I be less lonely, or more self-confident, or deeper in my faith, or 
more together, like that person seems to be.  Why couldn't I... Why couldn't I... Oh, Lord, 
what a loser I am. 
 

The Blade That Divides 
 
As long as we cling to the comparative approach to self-worth, we will be open to the cut 
of either side of the two-edged blade of competition.  We will sentence ourselves to either 
a stagnant comfort at our apparent superiority in the face of others failures, or a useless 
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self-loathing at our inferiority in the face of others’ apparent successes.  But there’s a 
THIRD risk too.  I think of the Sunday School class whose teacher once asked: "How 
many of you want to go to heaven?"  One by one the hands of all the children in the class 
went up, save one.  “Don’t you want to spend eternity with God?” the teacher asked the 
child.  The boy looked around at the boys and girls who'd beat him at games and tests, 
and at others too weak.  Then he replied: "Of course I want to go to heaven... just not 
with THIS group!" 
 
The comparative mindset drives a wedge between us and the very people who can and 
should be our greatest allies in the struggle to really grow and serve.  Consider the 
damage that jealousy did to the united front that could have been formed between Isaac 
and Ishmael in ancient Israel – and how that bitter rivalry is still destroying Jews and 
Palestinians today.  Think of the devastation wrought in friendships, marriages, and 
business relationships where competition for privilege or power runs amuck.  Consider all 
the opportunities for growth and intimacy missed when we lose the capacity to rejoice in 
each other's successes and mourn at each other's losses. 
 
Then picture again, that fateful day in the life of our soul-mate Peter, when Jesus meets 
him on the shores of the lake of Galilee following the resurrection.  Even after Christ's 
gracious restoration of Peter, and his staggering prediction that this stubbornly 
inconsistent disciple will go on to a life of faithfulness that will end with his own death 
upon a cross, Peter is for one last time unable to let go of that competitive concern.  
"Sure Jesus, I'd love to do these things," he seems to say, "but what about my rival, er, I 
mean my fellow disciple, John?  What kind of a career will he have?  Will I have to go to 
glory alongside John, Jesus?  Lord, what about him?" 
 

The Eyes of Jesus 
 
The eyes of a loser in the battle for a truly abundant life will always be on those around 
him.  They will always be checking to see where the other competitors are, how and what 
they are doing, and how they are perceived by others in comparison to him.  But in Jesus' 
response to Peter's question, lies the ultimate secret of victorious living:  Jesus 
answered [Peter], "If I want [John to do whatever], what is that to you?  You 
must follow me."   
 
Bruce Thielemann tells the story of a king who once organized a great race to which all 
the young men of the kingdom were invited.  A bag of gold was set as the prize and the 
finish line drawn in the courtyard of the palace.  Toward the close of the course, the 
runners were dismayed to find a great pile of rocks lying in the middle of the road leading 
up to the palace.  Fatigued as they were, each competitor valiantly managed to scramble 
over the rocks or to run around them, eventually making the courtyard.  Finally, all the 
runners had crossed the line, save one.  Strangely, however, the king did not declare a 
winner.   
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At long last a lone runner came walking through the gate.  Lifting a chafed and bleeding 
hand, he said, "O, King, I am sorry to be so late.  But I found in the road a pile of rocks 
and it took me awhile to remove them."  Then lifting the other hand, the man said, "Great 
King, I found beneath the rocks this bag of gold.  It must be yours."  “No,” said the king.  
“Now it’s yours.  For that one runs best who makes the way safer for those who follow."1 
 
Once upon a time, there came into this world One who ran the best race any human 
being has ever run.  Though confronted at every turn with temptations to esteem Himself 
in comparison to others, the eyes of Jesus stayed fixed on one goal alone: “To do the 
will of my Father.”2  With every step of the journey He showed that He deemed 
faithfulness to God more golden than any earthly comfort or success.  Refusing to skirt 
painful challenges, He set His hand to clearing the rocks of sin and death, of hatred and 
ignorance that block the road of reconciliation, ‘though this meant bloodying them.  He 
would do whatever it took to make the way safer for those who would follow.  And on 
Easter morning, when He walked through the gates from death to life, God declared Him 
the victor and gave Him the name that is above all names. 
 
On that same day, Jesus appeared to His gathered disciples and gave them a remarkable 
commission:  “As the Father has sent me,” he said, “so I am sending you.”3  Every 
day we will be tempted to forget that charge and fix our eyes and energies 
inappropriately.  We will tend to think it is O.K. to lie or cheat because others do.  We will 
want to speak and do evil because this is what other contestants are doing.  We will seek 
to skirt the heavy-lifting it takes to keep our vows or build bridges with our enemies.  
We’ll chase after empty victories because this is the way others run.  We’ll see saints 
whose pace we never seem able to match. 
 
And then, maybe we’ll stop looking at them for a moment.  Maybe we’ll look in the eyes 
of the Winner.  We’ll say, “But, Jesus, what about them?”  And He’ll say, as He has to 
every generation, “What is that to you?  You must follow me.”  
 
Please pray with me… 
 
O God our King, we recall how Peter himself came to walk the path of faithfulness that 
ever veers from that wide road we are so tempted to travel.  We remember how he finally 
learned to put his hands to your Kingdom’s work too, saying that “to this [we] were 
called, for Christ left us an example, that we should follow in his steps.”4  Give 
us this single-minded gaze today.  Enthrall the world with a fresh vision of that way of 
reconciliation and service that is still hope of people from Israel to Illinois.  Then move us 
to concrete acts of faithfulness that make the way safer for those who come after.  This 
we pray in the victorious name of Jesus.  Amen. 
 
                                                 
1 Bruce Thielemann, "Christus Imperator," Preaching Today, Tape 55. 
2 Matthew 7:21; John 4:31-34 
3 John 20:21 
4 1 Peter 2:21 


