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28-Feb-2021 
In Defense of Peter 

Rev. Brian Lennstrom 
 
 
This sermon is titled “In Defense of Peter.”   
 
Jesus had been to the mountain top.  Dr King had been to the mountain top, and in Memphis on April 3rd, 
1968, the day before his assassination, he delivers a sermon in the Bishop Charles Mason Temple.  He said, 
“Like anybody, I would like to live a long time.  Longevity has its place….  But I just want to do God’s will.”  
And then he continued, “I may not get there with you.  But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a people 
will get to the promised land.” 
 
“I may not get there with you.”  Tough words to handle. 
 
Jesus had been to the mountain top.  And he, too, knew that he would not live a long time.  And Peter—
shocked at the revelation—rebukes him.  Let’s look at why. 
 
Number one (there will be three).  Number one: it was the job of disciples to care for their master.  Being a 
rabbi in the 1st century meant you traveled around, preaching in synagogues, speaking in public places, 
staying in peoples’ homes, that kind of thing.  It involved a lot of coordination.  And that’s where the 
disciples shined.  They would go ahead and make contacts.  They would find a place to stay.  They would 
make eating arrangements or buy food.  And they would keep the master safe.  Traveling was hazardous, as 
we know from the parable of the Good Samaritan.  And soon, Jesus is in danger, in Jerusalem.  In the 
garden of Gethsemane, when the police come to arrest Jesus, Peter comes to his rescue, pulls out his 
sword, and cuts off the ear of the servant of the high priest. 
 
It was the job of disciples to care for their master, just like it is the job of the church to care for one 
another.  The church is a family.  Paul praises the Thessalonian church because, “you do love all of God’s 
family throughout Macedonia” (I Thess 4:10).  In my opinion, we do a good job at Christ Church caring for 
one another.  We exchange vaccine information.  We laugh together.  We form car parades for couples 
getting married.  We grieve over the injuries, illnesses, and deaths not only of one another, but of friends of 
one another.  In a non-Covid time—may it come quickly!—we break bread together. 
  
Jesus prophecies that he will undergo great suffering, and be rejected, and be killed.  It came as a jolt to the 
disciples.  No preparation.  No “I’m afraid I have some bad news.”  No “I really love you guys and no matter 
what, I’ll be prouder of you than any rabbi has been of any disciples….”  Nothing like that.   
 
Peter does not want Jesus to suffer.  Nor would we want anyone in the church, anyone in our family, any of 
our neighbors—any of these—to suffer.  Peter says what is on the mind of all the disciples.  Because it is the 
job of the disciples to care for their master.  “No!  We will be there for you.  We will protect you as best you 
can.  As God is our witness, they will have to go over us to get to you.” 
 
Good for Peter.  He shows his devotion.  He shows his willingness to suffer.  He shows his discipline. 
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It’s tempting to judge Peter, but let’s remember: he is showing love to Jesus. 
 
But the life of Jesus was a life of suffering.  We will be reading the Apostle’s Creed in a few minutes, and it is 
worth observing that the life of Jesus, from his birth to the cross, all his teaching, all his love, all his 
miracles, all his times of friendships with the disciples and the outcasts, all his disputing with the religious 
authorities, all his concern for the poor—his entire life is summarized by five words: “He suffered under 
Pontius Pilate.”  As Karl Barth puts it, “The life of Jesus Christ is not a triumph but a humiliation, not a 
success but a failure, not a joy but suffering” (Dogmatics in Outline, p.101).  The whole life of Jesus comes 
under the heading “he suffered.” 
 
For Peter to rebuke Jesus, then, for predicting his suffering was essentially to cancel the life of Jesus.  And 
to this cancelling, Jesus said “No.” 
 
Number Two.  The idea of the Messiah had been floating around in Judaism for hundreds of years.  It had 
become especially popular during the intertestamental period—the time between the Old and New 
Testaments—in part because the Jews were having such a hard time, first at the hands of the Syrians and 
then at the hands of the Romans.  According to II Samuel 7, the Messiah would be the line of David.  
Messiah would be born in Bethlehem.  Messiah would teach the people.  Messiah would proclaim good 
news to the poor, freedom for the prisoners, recovery of sight for the blind and set the oppressed free (Lk 
4:18).  And each of those groups: the poor, the prisoners, the blind, the oppressed—all those groups are 
literal groups, people who could not see and people who were in jail, and they are figurative groups, people 
who are spiritually poor, in spiritual prisons, spiritually blind, and spiritually oppressed. 
 
The prediction of the Messiah and the idea that he would bring liberation to oppressed groups goes all the 
way back to the book of second Samuel.  People knew the idea.  People loved the idea.  People couldn’t 
wait for the Messiah.  But no one—until this passage in Mark—no one predicted that Messiah would suffer.  
In Isaiah 53 we read about the Suffering Servant, for example, “he took up our pain and bore our 
suffering…” (Is 53:4) but no one--until Jesus--identified the Suffering Servant with the Messiah.  It was Jesus 
who saw the Messiah and the Suffering Servant as the same person.  And he knew that one person was 
him. 
 
The concept of a Messiah who suffered was brand new.  He was supposed to be triumphant.  He was 
supposed to be the victor in the war of good against evil.  He was supposed to reign on David’s throne 
forever.  He was supposed to get rid of the Romans.  But he wasn’t supposed to suffer.  He wasn’t supposed 
to die. 
 
Given this context, Peter reacts reasonably.  Peter has just heard something that contradicts all he had 
learned about Messiah.  It’s like hearing the Professor of Astronomy at Harvard University announce on 
television that in their opinion, the ancients were right: the world is flat.  Go too far and you fall off.  We’d 
say, No, no, no—you can’t be right.  All my teachers, all the books I read, all the hopes that all of us have for 
a triumphant Messiah—they can’t all be wrong.  It just doesn’t make sense.  It’s not reasonable.  Peter 
stands up for reason. 
 
Good for Peter. 
 
But Jesus not only tells the truth, he is the truth.  Peter has forgotten that one of the tasks of Messiah is to 
teach the scriptures to the people, to interpret them, to use the scriptures to bring light in the darkness.  If 
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Jesus says that the Suffering Servant of Isaiah 53 is the same person as the king in II Samuel 7 who will sit 
forever on David’s throne, then so be it.  To rebuke Jesus, then, for misinterpreting scripture—which cannot 
be broken-- was essentially to cancel the mission of Jesus.  To this cancelling, Jesus said “No.” 
 
Number Three.  Jesus not only suffered for us; he suffered because of us.  In this passage he predicts his 
death, the death in which Peter betrays him, in which the disciples abandon him, in which the crowds cry 
out to their cruel Roman governor—to paraphrase--“Crucify him!  We have no Messiah... but Caesar!”  
Despite our love—for Jesus, for the world, and for one another, despite our reasonableness and our 
commitment to truth—there is a shadowy side to our existence.  Evil exists, and it is not entirely external to 
us.  We may have intensely disliked “that previous guy,” as President Biden refers to him.  Okay.  We may 
bristle when we see someone in a crowded place without a mask.  Okay.  We may read about the effects of 
climate change and wish everyone drove an electric car.  Okay.  The violence of January 6th may disgust us.  
Okay.  But evil is not entirely independent of us.  
  
Jesus brings light to the darkness, including light to us about our own rebellion.  When Peter confronts 
Jesus, things between God and us become quite clear.  And if I am the defense attorney for Peter, I have 
suddenly lost my case.  There can be no defense of Peter.  He is guilty as charged.  I am guilty as charged.  
We all are.  The suffering we endure in this life is nothing—nothing--compared to the suffering of Jesus at 
our hands. 
 
Here, then, is real suffering—what Jesus is predicting for himself.  For the first time in the gospels, it is the 
complete unveiling of our rebellion against God.  He unveils his suffering.  He unveils that all his life comes 
under the heading of “suffering.”  He unveils that he suffers because of us.  Peter speaks for us: “No, Jesus, 
we’ll make sure you don’t suffer for me.”  But suffering is what he came to do.   
 
We see in this passage that Peter says “No,” says Peter to Jesus.  “We will not let you suffer.  We will not let 
you deal with us by suffering.  You may not suffer.”  “No,” says Peter to Jesus.  “We will not let you bring 
new insights from scripture to us if they mean our views will be turned over, topsy-turvy.  No, no, no.” 
 
But Jesus must himself say No.  As hard as it is for us to accept—before the “Yes” that God says in Easter, 
there is the “No” of Jesus to Peter and to us, because of the “No” we have already said to him.  He must let 
us become aware that this rebellion touches him to his core: the core of his love and the core of his 
affection.  So, he rebukes Peter, who has rebuked him.  “Get behind me, Satan!  For you are setting your 
mind not on divine things but on human things” (Mk 8:33). 
 
One more word: the word “must.”  Jesus says that he “must undergo great suffering.”  The word in Greek 
means not only that his suffering was inevitable, but also that it was necessary.  It was necessary for him to 
suffer not only because of us, but for us.  The Heidelberg Catechism—if we can borrow a page from our 
Lutheran brothers and sisters—says that during his entire life of suffering, Jesus bore the anger of God 
against the humanity that says No to him.  The extent of his suffering corresponds to the totality of our 
rebellion. 
 
His suffering, of course, is not the final word.  Not for him.  Not for us.  As Dr. King says, we have looked 
over and seen the promised land.  Like Peter, we have seen the resurrected Christ and we can set our mind 
on divine things.  For as Jesus reveals, the Church is built on the rock, which is Peter. 


