
Trinity 12, Jeremiah 15.15-21, Matthew 16.21-28 

This weeks gospel reading comes after Peter's confession that he thought Jesus was the Christ, 

the Messiah.  This is seen as a high moment and a turning point in the first three gospels, and 

Peter is then proclaimed to be ‘the Rock’ by Jesus, the rock upon which his church would be 

built.  But Peter still didn't really have a clue about the future for Jesus, this man that he'd given 

up everything for, to whom he had given his complete allegiance, was still a bit of a mystery.  

Peter may have been labouring under the illusion that Jesus was the soldier king that Israel had 

been waiting for - the one who would save them from the Romans, the occupying army, the 

one who would make Peter his right-hand man in that conflict. 

 

But Peter's recognition of Jesus as the Messiah needed to be grounded in some reality.  Jesus 

therefore had to prepare Peter, and the rest of the disciples for what eventually would happen.  

And Jesus tells them the truth – he will not evade the hardship and suffering that will befall him 

- and the disciples – he had to let them know that he must return to Jerusalem, and to the 

conflict.  For Jesus was well aware that there were plots to kill him.  He warned the disciples 

that this would happen to him – that he would be taken and killed.  He even spoke of his 

resurrection. 

 

Can we blame Peter for his reaction to this revelation?  Here was his beloved Jesus, who had 

just blessed him and called him a rock, now telling him that he was going to have to suffer and 

die.  For goodness sake, had it gone too far now?  We are always told that the truth hurts – and 

obviously Peter is hurt by what Jesus is saying, he doesn’t want Jesus to suffer – or to die.  The 

rest of the disciples must surely have felt this too.  Perhaps they were all trying to persuade 

Jesus that it would be better for them to stay where they were and not to venture anywhere 

near Jerusalem.  You can imagine them arguing with him as they walked on to their next resting 

place, the women perhaps hanging back, a little frightened at the turn of events. 

 

Being human, Jesus must have been tempted by Peter’s words, by the disciples imploring him 

to stay put, not to stir up trouble for them, or for him.  Jesus surely could not have looked 

forward to conflict and death.  But he knew it was for this he came.  For this was the only way 

that he could reveal the deep love of God to the world. 
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And so, for a moment he sees Peter as the tempter, and says, ‘Get behind me Satan’.   

Peter is not seeking the will of God at that moment, he is thinking about saving his own skin.   

One moment Peter was a rock. the next he is a stumbling-block. 

 

We can have great sympathy with Peter, can’t we?  He mirrors our own nature so well – this is 

why we like him so much.  We can see much of ourselves reflected in what he says and does.  

Peter wants to offer Jesus safety – but Jesus knows he will have to take risks.  Jesus recognises 

that the fulfilment of his ministry can only be reached with a journey through death, but Peter 

wants safety.   

 

But what’s the use of a ship that stays in the safety of the harbour, never venturing out into the 

risky, open sea -  it will never fulfil its purpose that way.  

Of course there are times when Jesus needs safety, but ultimately, like a ship on a journey, 

without facing risk he can never become what he needs to be. 

This is the truth of this part of the gospel that we have heard this morning. 

And it is a difficult truth. 

 

For to be a Christian is to live a life of tension, one that is balanced between risk and security.  

Yes, a church needs to be a safe environment for anyone who needs a place of healing, a place 

where they can recharge their batteries, a place of shelter.    But that place of shelter can 

sometimes turn into a place that suffocates, and prevents it from fulfilling its calling to be the 

body of Christ.  It may feel like that to some of us at the moment - as we sit wearing our masks, 

designed to protect others from us, but at the same time feeling as if we are being suffocated. 

 

This gospel reading is so very relevant today.  We are trying to manage the risks that have 

suddenly been thrown at us with the Coronavirus.  The foundations of our lives are being 

threatened.  Our ability to relate to one another has been compromised.  Our instinctive nature 

as human beings, aside from our faith, is being denied.  We are having to change the way in 

which we live - and the way in which we worship.  How do we square this with the gospel 
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message of laying down our lives in order to gain them?  What can that mean in the face of a 

virus that we are, quite rightly, so afraid of? 

 

If you think about it, the gospel message is not somewhere you would start if you were an 

advertising executive, you wouldn't start with the slogan, 'follow Jesus, it could lead to your 

death'.  I read a very good article by Rowan Williams the other day, talking about how 

Coronavirus is really highlighting our fear of death as a society.  We find it hard to face our own 

mortality, even as Christians, with a belief in resurrection, death is something that we don't like 

to talk about.   

It's counter-cultural. 

So, let us look back to the words that Jesus has said in this passage, he has in fact, offered 

everything to his followers.   

 

So when he says that those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life 

for His sake will find it, I think this means that if we are willing to take risks, to face change, to 

allow small deaths in order to reach resurrection, we will find new life in Christ. 

But along with this there must be a recognition that at the heart of all change needs to be the 

call of the Spirit – and the life of the Spirit, otherwise what we do will be focused on ourselves, 

and not on God. 

 

Perhaps this is what we are facing with the Coronavirus, a chance to change the way in which 

we operate as a society.  The virus has highlighted the areas which need improving, the people 

in our society who were struggling anyway, and now struggle even more with every day life.  

The children who have not been able to access lessons on computers that they don't own.  The 

sick and the housebound who were lonely already, experiencing even more social isolation.  

The low paid workers now facing the prospect of having their pay cut or losing their jobs 

altogether.  

 

As we face the Autumn and the possibility of another spike in virus infections, what Jesus' 

message of taking up our cross can bring to society is the hope that there is a different way of 
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living, where we share in each other's lives, without prejudice, without fear, without 

judgement.  

We can all do this.  We can be different.  We can be counter-cultural.  We can have faith. 

Let us kneel before our maker, and ask for that faith, for that hope, and for that love. 

Amen. 

 


