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Matt 16:21-28 

“Peter’s Cross, and Ours” 
“From then on Jesus began to show to His disciples that it was necessary that he go away to Jerusalem and 

suffer many things from the elders and the chief priests and the scribes and be put to death and on the third 

day to be raised” (Matt 16:21). 

 

1. Dr. David Scaer writes in his book Discourses in Matthew that much 

of Matthew’s gospel anticipates the later creeds of the church, and this 

would certainly be the case here.  For in the passage just cited 

Matthew the evangelist writes that Jesus “began to show” the 

necessity of his departure to Jerusalem, his “suffering” of “many 

things” there, his being “put to death,” and finally his “being raised… 

on the third day.”  To see the Second Article of the Apostles Creed 

requires no special pleading: “suffered under Pontius Pilate; was 

crucified, dead, and buried; he descended into hell; the third day He 

rose again from the dead…” 

 

2. Not all the elements of the creed line up, but enough to support 

Scaer’s contention that Jesus is the church’s first catechist, and the 

readership of Matthew is readying itself for Baptism and admission by 

Baptism to the full Eucharistic membership of the church.  In the text 

Matthew writes, “Jesus began to teach…”  This is in fact the first of 

three passages wherein Jesus foretells His death and resurrection in 

Matthew’s gospel—the other two being Matt 17:22-23 and 20:17-19.  

The infinitive is in the present tense: Jesus began to “keep teaching,” 

or to “teach again and again.”  The passion prediction was not 

understood by the disciples the first time Jesus gave it and required 

repeated application.  The Passion prediction appears to have been a 

staple of Jesus’ teaching—indeed, the closer He came to Jerusalem 

the more intensive and detailed it became.  So if you can accept it, we 

are among the catechumens of Jesus now, and Jesus is teaching us 

still—or at least attempting to teach us.  That is the point of this 

sermon in the Thursday of Lent I. 

 

3. Our passage for today focusses upon Peter, “the first” of Jesus’ 
disciples (cf Matt 10:2).  The text relates that when Peter heard Jesus’ 

Passion prediction he “took Jesus aside and began to rebuke Him 

saying, ‘God forbid, Lord, that this happen to you!” (16:22).  It seems 



certain that Peter genuinely believed he was helping Jesus out by 

talking Him out of His suffering and death.  In all the synoptics—

Matthew, Mark, and Luke—Peter’s rebuking of Jesus at this point in 

the narrative occurs immediately after Peter’s correct confession that 

Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the living God” (16:16).  Then Jesus 

had commended Peter in words that appear only in Matthew’s gospel: 

“Blessed art thou, Simon Bar-Jonah, for flesh and blood did not reveal 

this to you, but My Father who is in heaven.  And I say to you that 

thou art Peter and upon this rock I shall build My church and the gates 

of hell shall not prevail against her…” (16:17-18). 

 

4. This amazing commendation had been the last thing Jesus had said to 

Peter before the First Passion Prediction and was still “ringing” in 

Peter’s ears, so to speak.  So of course Peter had attempted to spare 

Jesus all the suffering, rejection, death, and resurrection Jesus 

predicted would happen to Himself in Jerusalem.  Peter presents 

himself to Jesus as a concerned friend, caring for Jesus’ well-being: 

“God forbid, Lord, that this shall happen to you!”  Any companion 

might have said something similar to a beloved friend.  So you can 

imagine Peter’s perplexity when Jesus suddenly “turned” on him and 

uttered the words that must have cut him to the quick.  Mark’s gospel 

at this point records that Jesus “saw” the other disciples—no doubt 

listening in on this exchange between Jesus and Peter.  So Jesus 

“turns” on Peter—that is the force of        ς in the Greek—and 

immediately put Peter in his place: “Get behind Me, Satan!  You are 

My stumbling block, for you do not think the things of God but the 

things of men!” (16:23).  Peter has been reduced in Jesus’ estimation 

from being the “rock” upon which Christ shall build His church (so 

16:18)—to being the “stumbling block” (   νδ λον) by which Jesus’ 

entire mission and ministry could come unraveled. 

 

5. Peter’s suggestion here that Jesus not go to Jerusalem, not suffer many 

things there, not be rejected, not die there, and not be raised on the 

third day—had the same effect as the devil’s temptation of Jesus in 

Matthew 4 which most of you have studied together with me these 

days in our Matthew class.  So as Jesus defeated the devil’s 

temptation on the earlier occasion, so here He exposes the completely 

demonic suggestion by Peter that Jesus not suffer and die for the sins 

of the world—and rise on the third day, whatever that might have 

meant.  Obviously, it didn’t mean much, at the time. 



 

6. Peter, though, is not Satan; he utters his blasphemous suggestion that 

Jesus not suffer, die, and rise out of ignorance, not malicious intent.  

Peter’s well-intended, though completely misguided attempts to shield 

Jesus from the mission He came to earth to accomplish is akin to our 

own failures to understand God’s ways, thinking we know better.  

Peter, in other words, did not understand the “theology of the cross,” 

as we Lutherans like to put it.  But Jesus turns from rather brutally 

putting the devil in Peter in his place to presenting Himself as a 

patient catechist—to Peter and to the rest of us.  Matthew’s gospel 

reads here: “Then Jesus said to His disciples...” (16:24a).  That would 

have encompassed Peter, first and foremost, but the others as well, 

and also us gathered as are in the Name of Jesus and around His 

Word. 

 

7.  “If anyone wishes to come behind Me, let him deny himself and take 

up his cross and follow Me.  For whoever wishes to save his life will 

lose it, and whoever loses his life for My sake will find it.  For how 

will a man be profited if he gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?  

Or what shall a man give as a recompense for his soul?” (16:24-26).  

Lutherans—such as Hermann Sasse and our own John Pless—are 

quick to point out that these words of Jesus constitute a classic 

“Theology of the Cross.”  As Pless writes in his Introduction to that 

collection of Sasse sermons he has been handing out to many lately, 

the theologia crucis is a type of preaching that kills the old Adam and 

brings forth a new man to live by faith in the promises of Christ alone.  

To quote Pless here: “The theology of the cross deconstructs all the 

ways in which man seeks to secure righteousness before God by way 

of God’s Law, human reason, or the exercise of a supposedly free 

will.  The theology of the cross demonstrates that God is at work, 

veiled from human apprehension, in the lowliness of suffering and 

death to save and enliven sinners…”  That is perhaps enough to get a 

sense of the theology of the cross. 

 

8. Today we see Peter brought down from his heights shamefully, in 

front of the other disciples.  In Jesus’ harsh word of rebuke Peter’s old 

man dies and he begins to think of God and Christ in new ways that 

had not been opened to him before.  Nor was Peter done with sin; 

before the Passion is over he will have denied Jesus three times—

quite against his will, and shamefully.  The strong, courageous, 



invincible Peter was still in the future—on the other side of the 

resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  At present all Peter could see was 

his own shame, his own failure, his own humiliation.  But just this, 

Dr. Luther writes, is one of the marks by which the true church is 

recognized in the world in fellowship with her Lord.  In this world the 

church and her Christians must pass through persecutions and 

sufferings and humiliations.  Peter experienced this and all the 

disciples likewise.  Indeed, there is a cross fit for you, here at this 

seminary, as you study and prepare to enter service as a pastor or 

deaconess in Christ’s church.  Bearing one’s cross well and faithfully 

is the mark of a true Christian.  Daily the Christian is brought face-to-

face with his own failures, his own inadequacies.  Such a Christian, I 

submit, is fit for the forgiveness of sins which Jesus brings. 

 

9. So Peter failed his test.  Jesus’ statement that He had to go away to 

Jerusalem, suffer many things there, be killed, and on the third day 

rise—did not make sense to Peter at the time.  Likewise, much of 

what we experience as Christians—our shameful sins, our painful 

weaknesses, our problems that don’t go away but only intensify, etc—

are not understood by us at the time, yet God uses them to impose His 

cross on us.  This is the cross which God gives, and not our own 

choosing.  This cross is designed to bring God’s dear Christians to 

despair in themselves and cling to Christ’s promises.  Like that 

mysterious one of the Son of Man’s rising “on the third day.”  Peter 

couldn’t see it at the time but that was key to his own salvation and to 

the salvation of the entire world.  Even during Lent. AMEN. 

 

And now the Peace of God, which passes all understanding, keep your hearts 

and minds through Christ Jesus.  AMEN. 


