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Matthew 16: 13-20 

 “Who is Jesus?” 
 

We are starting to wind down in our summer-long conversation about what it is that we as 

United Methodists believe about faith, the Bible, God, racism, and all sorts of topics: today our 

conversation is about Jesus.  

There are a lot of names for Jesus, even just in this passage: Jesus as Lord, as Messiah, Christ, 

Savior.  So how is it that we understand who Jesus is for us?  That’s a pretty big question, so 

we’ll just tackle a small part of it and talk a little about what it means for us that Jesus is in 

charge; a “Lord”, a leader, God for us.  But instead of looking directly at Jesus to understand 

how it is Jesus is in charge, this week in our scripture we are listening in on a conversation 

between Jesus and Peter.  To learn about Jesus, and who we are according to Jesus, it helps 

immensely for us to look at Peter. 

While we United Methodists aren’t quite the same as the Catholic church in their understanding 

of saints and praying to them, I think if all of us average Christians were to have a symbolic 

patron saint, I think it would be Peter.  Simon Peter is a reoccurring character in the New 

Testament and sort of a mess.  He is a trend-setter, with the new and soon to be popular name: 

Rock. Petra.  The biblical authors tend to talk about Peter by name so we can follow his story. 

"Rock" was not a common or popular name before Jesus knighted Simon with his new name, 

but now we see it everywhere!  There's even a professional wrestler, right?  Who even knows 

what happened to Philip and Thaddeus: not the biggest deal disciples I guess.  Peter, though, we 

know.  Peter the Rock is the perpetually excitable, eager, fumbling guy: someone who would 

maybe be the dorky best guy friend in the modern-day movies.  Definitely not the star.  He’s the 

Samwise Gamgee in Lord of the Rings, always trying hard, always passionate, right at Jesus’ 

right hand but often messing up royally or saying the wrong thing.  Peter was a humble 

fisherman, busy out on the boat with his brothers when Jesus called him into adventure, with the 

puzzling words, “I’ll show you how to fish for people.”  He was curious enough to follow 

along.  He’s always the one to make big declarations.  Here, Jesus declares him to be a “rock”, 

the one who will be the foundation of the church that Jesus would be building, a new assembly, 

a new community of people: so, we’d expect Peter to be pretty great, pretty buff, and powerful 

and perfect, right?  Wrong.  The very next paragraph Peter misses the point of the conversation 

and Jesus literally yells at him by calling him Satan.  So…first he’s the foundation of the great 

building of the church that would multiply into billions of people over the years. Then ten 

seconds later he’s the spawn of all evil.  He’s the disciple who steps out of the boat in faith, and 

then sinks.  He declares his allegiance to Jesus and vows to follow him, promises to DIE for 

him…then he denies Jesus three times. The gospel of John rounds out this soap opera drama of 



Peter and Jesus by ending the book with a section called simply, Jesus and Peter, where he eats 

fish with resurrected Jesus and he’s told by Jesus to feed his sheep.  He goes on into the book of 

Acts to start the church with Paul.  And the rest of church history is...well...history. 

So, how does Peter help us understand what it means to think of Jesus as our Lord and what it 

means to follow him?  How do we understand who we are to be from this side-kick guy named 

Peter? 

There are three things I propose that Peter did well under the lordship of Jesus, which I’ll 

unpack for you: 

1. He knew how to reject shame. 

2. He believed that God can do a new thing. 

3. He clung to hope. 

So, the first, this reflection about shame, I heard some things about this when I was at a 

conference this last week in Atlanta.  I got to hear the great Nadia Bolz-Weber speak. She is 

totally tattooed up and swears like a sailor.  She’s a Lutheran pastor from Denver, Colorado and 

I love her.  She has been giving a special talk all over the world in honor of the 500th 

anniversary of the reformation because it was in 1517, Martin Luther instigated a break from 

the Catholic church and basically started the Protestant church.   

Nadia’s talk was about what she thinks the next 500 years of the church will look like and this 

centered largely around getting rid of “shame.”  She said, “as the church WE cannot AFFORD 

to feel shame about sin. Remorse, yes, but not shame: shame prevents us from seeing who we 

truly are.”  She said that when we do something wrong: like, Peter not getting the point of Jesus 

and getting called Satan: we are tempted to wallow in shame.  Instead of saying, “shoot, I made 

a mistake, I hurt someone, I lied, I did something selfish: I’ll do better next time” we say, “I’m 

evil.  I’m not good enough.  I’ll never change.”  Think about the horrible things you tell 

yourself sometimes: I’m stupid, I can’t do it right, I’m not cool.   

One time with her church community, Pastor Nadia had all the people write down the terrible 

things they think about themselves, those shaming lies, and then burned them all in a fire 

outside. Someone, of course, remarked, “we should have brought marshmallows.”   

Worshipping Jesus, as our Lord, is to roast marshmallows over our darkest thoughts.  Like 

Peter, we need to pick back up and try a new thing when we mess up. We can’t let shame define 

us.  If we don’t get back up we will never be confident enough to do the good work Jesus calls 

us to do. 

This second attribute of Peter’s we can learn from is believing that God can do a new thing. 

Peter told Jesus that the rest of the world saw Jesus as John the Baptist or Elijah.  Don’t get me 

wrong, these are powerful prophets, wise men, important people, so it’s a compliment that they 

believed that Jesus was one of these dead prophets, brought back to life.  But, what Peter 

believes that no one else does is that Jesus is something, someone, they’ve never seen before. 

Jesus is something so big that Peter doesn’t even fully comprehend it yet.  And even though he 

doesn’t understand it, he is willing to step out of the boat in faith and be open to what’s new.  

This is something else Nadia talked about in her sermon: how often we, as the church, cling to 

what is old and are afraid of what is new.  We are always trembling talking about the church 



dying: we read statistics about people fleeing the church, about young people losing faith.  It’s 

true: the church is changing fast, and losing numbers. But Pastor Nadia says...so what if we lose 

church buildings, if we lose money?  Who told us that money and numbers and buildings were a 

sign of success, God? or Wall Street?  What if we weren’t afraid of doing something new?  Of 

worshipping with people under bridges on Tuesday nights instead of always having to be in 

sanctuaries Sunday mornings?  Of coming close to people with addictions?  Of spending more 

of our money on the lost and the least and the single mothers and the sick and less on preserving 

what was there in the past? 

In thinking about this third attribute of Peter, I think about the great astrological event that 

happened this week.  This week millions of people flooded to many midwestern small towns 

that very rarely get big influxes of tourists: did any of you look up at the eclipse this week?  Did 

anyone travel to see the Totality?  I hear it was a wild experience.  I heard some audio clips on 

the radio of people cheering, some people crying even, with what a strange feeling it is to have 

the moon pass in front of the sun: the sky went dark, the air got cool, the world quiet.  

Maybe some of the more hard-core nerds got really into the eclipse, but you don’t have to be a 

science geek to be fascinated by the power of the universe.  Did you know the universe is 

expanding?  Did you know that we humans have built a spacecraft that has traveled outside our 

solar system?  The Voyager 1 probe flew through space for almost 35 years and finally left the 

solar system in 2012.  And it’s still flying out in interstellar space.  This was a beautiful moment 

this week where the whole country could forget about our phones and emails and work and 

conflicts for 2 minutes and 27 seconds and just look at the heavens together and cheer.  

I’m also a little surprised that there was so much excitement about the eclipse.  Not just because 

we are so easily bored and distracted: but also, because it’s a little bit of a terrifying experience.  

An eclipse can make us feel very, very small.  Giant planets outside of our control are passing 

over each other.  The moon is blocking our life-giving source of heat and warmth.  We are 

plunged into darkness, which we often are scared of.  In a sense, it takes a tremendous amount 

of courage to face this “Totality”, sit in the cold for two minutes trusting and hoping that the 

sun will reemerge.   

We have to be a people of resilience and a people of hope.  We find here that Peter was a 

disciple of hope.  He didn’t give up on himself.  He didn’t give up on Jesus.  And, he didn’t 

give up on this church that can never be destroyed.  This church that he would die for, this 

church built on this unbreakable rock of God-centered community and love and strength bigger 

than money, buildings, or numbers.  

May we be a people that refuses shame.  May we be a people that believe in new things and 

takes great risks.  May we be a people of hope.  To live this way is to believe in Christ Jesus is 

our Lord, not ourselves, not our governments, not our worldly powers.  To live this way is to 

believe we have a God worth following and worth trusting, mysterious as the sun and the moon 

and just as ever present and strong. 

 

 

 

 

 


