
 
 

SERMON 
Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost 
St. Stephen’s Anglican Church 

The Rev. Jeffrey O. Cerar, August 31, 2014 
 

A Rebuke and a Revelation 
 

Text:  Matthew 16:21-28 
 
 Last Sunday, we celebrated with Jesus and the disciples.  Peter had just passed the 
SOL’s1 with a 100% score.  He made his famous declaration that Jesus was the Christ, the 
Son of the Living God.  And Jesus had commended him.  He had called Peter a rock.  He 
had promised the disciples the keys to the kingdom, and told them what great responsibility 
He would place in the hands of the Church.  (Matthew 16:13-20)  Today’s Gospel reading 
picks up right there.  But we’re not celebrating anymore.  Instead, this same Peter goes from 
being the insightful hero to the one Jesus calls Satan.  Jesus laid him out.  It went from, 
“Good for you, Peter, you get it!” to “Shame on you, Peter, you don’t get it.” 
 
 It sounds as though only a few minutes may have elapsed since Peter’s triumph.  
Jesus judged that the disciples were ready for Him to reveal how it was going to be for Him.  
He must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders and the chief 
priests and the teachers of the law.  And He would be killed and on the third day raised to life. 
 
   Peter, still the spokesman for the disciples, said, “Never, Lord!  This shall never 
happen to you!” (Matthew 16:22.)  It looks to us like a declaration of love and concern, 
doesn’t it?  And yet, it got the harshest rebuke from Jesus.  Why was that?  And why does it 
have to be this way?  These are the things I want to explore with you today. 
 
 First, what was wrong with what Peter was saying?  As Jesus explained, Peter “did not 
have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.” (Matthew 16:23)  He was thinking like 
a person of the world, rather than a citizen of heaven.  This made him a stumbling block to 
Jesus.  For Jesus had come as the Father’s representative to do something only God could 
do, something that was necessary and unavoidable.  He was going to sacrifice Himself for 
the sins of the world.  It wasn’t something to which Jesus looked forward.  And so, to have 
His trusted disciple tell Him, “God forbid!” was a stumbling block. What He needed to hear 
from His disciples is, “If this is God’s will so be it.”  And He needed to hear, “We’re there with 
you.” 
   
 Jesus’ death on the cross is the most important act in the history of the world.  Jesus 
was justified in using such strong language to correct Peter.  Having just given the disciples 
the keys to the Kingdom, and having put Peter in charge, Jesus needed Peter to have a clear 
understanding of what God was doing.  He could not afford for Peter to be confused about 
this, or to think in terms of worldly wisdom.  He needed His disciples to submit to God’s ways, 
which are higher than our ways, and God’s thoughts, which are higher than our thoughts. 
 

                                            
1 SOL means “Standards of Learning,” for which Virginia school students are tested each year and must pass. 

http://www.esvbible.org/Matthew%2016%3A21-28/
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 That is why Jesus came on so strong with Peter.  And the second question is, “Why 
does it need to be this way?”  Jesus says,  
 

• “Anyone who wants to be my disciple must take up his cross and follow me.”   

• He says we must deny ourselves.   

• He says we must lose our life if we want to save it.   

 Why is it so hard?  If God loves us,  

• why doesn’t He take care of everything so that our lives will be easy?   

• Why can’t we be at peace with everyone?   

• Why can’t we cheerfully pursue all our creature comforts?   

• Why do God’s people have to be at risk of death? 

 The answer is a simple one, but it isn’t a pleasant answer.  In fact, it is an answer that 
we often reject, because we have in mind the things of men and not the things of God. The 
reason Jesus had to die on the cross, and the reason His true disciples have to follow Him 
into scrifice, risk, danger and death is that the world is at war with God.  And because it is at 
war with God, it is at war with Jesus’ disciples.  And that is you and me.  Didn’t He tell us 
pointedly, “Everyone will hate you because of me.” (Luke 21:17) 
 
 Again, not what we want to hear.  Why can’t we be the people God wants us to be and 
have a favorable response from a grateful world?  Well, yes, some of them will see the truth.  
Some of them will see that God is good when we shower His love on them.  But many will 
never see.  And we are commissioned to shower God’s love on the worst of them. 
 
 Let me pull together some of the indicators that the world is at war with God.  The 
most obvious is the persecution and murder of Christians because of their faith.  It is 
happening all over the world.  
 

• ISIS is wiping out Christian populations in Syria and Iraq.  People are being told to give 
up their faith in Jesus or lose their home, their livelihoods and in many cases, their 
lives.  And all the Christians have done is to believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son 
of the Living God.  
 

• Hamas has declared it their priority to destroy Israel, God’s people.  Their leaders 
have said they love death more than Israel loves life.  This is not just an age-old ethnic 
war.  This is the world at war with God. 
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 Another obvious example is the rise of aggressive atheism in the western world.  
  

• Atheists are writing books and establishing websites and blogs challenging belief in 
God as foolish, primitive, and unworthy of an enlightened world. 
 

• College professors, claiming to be intellectually rigorous, ridicule belief in God as part 
of their curriculum. 
 

• Christian speech and prayer are being sanitized out of public life. 
  

• There is an organization called “Foundation for Freedom from Religion,” which runs 
atheistic ad campaigns and uses court action to oppose the Church.  As their name 
suggests, they advocate for their right not to have to hear the name of Jesus, or see 
the Ten Commandments displayed, or have to listen to prayer before pubic meetings. 
They recently sued the IRS asking for an end to tax benefits for churches and 
Christian non-profits. 

 
 Now I’m not going to whine about how the Church deserves tax breaks.  I’m just 
pointing out how the world is at war with God, and because we are God’s people, the world is 
at war with the Church.  That is why Jesus tells us to deny ourselves and take up our cross.  
That is why He tells us that if we want to gain life, we have to lose our life.  He isn’t just telling 
us to stop being self-seeking and start thinking about others.  He’s telling us that if we are 
going to be totally His in a world that is hostile to God, it’s going to be costly. 
 
 I saw a movie this week called “God’s Not Dead.”  It just came out this year, and it is 
about this very topic.  It portrays a college philosophy professor who is an atheist.  Every year 
on the first day of class, he requires everyone in his introductory class to write on a piece of 
paper, “God is dead,” and sign their name.  And if everyone does it, they will be able to agree 
that there is no God and they won’t be required to go through three weeks of needless 
discussion about what he regards as a dead issue. There is one Christian young man named 
Josh in his class who refuses to sign the paper.  And so, the professor makes him take the 
podium each week for three weeks and debate with him. 
 
 This is a brilliant professor, and everybody says there is no way Josh can stand up to 
him intellectually.  Josh’s girlfriend, his parents and just about everyone else tells him not to 
do it.  Drop the class, they say.  Or else sign the paper.  God knows what’s really in your 
heart.  But Josh remembers what Jesus said: 
 

I tell you, whoever publicly acknowledges me before others, the Son of Man will also 
acknowledge before the angels of God. But whoever disowns me before others will be 
disowned before the angels of God.  [Luke 12:8-9] 
 

 So he couldn’t sign the paper.  Nor could he drop the class.  He had concluded that if 
all 80 people in that class were prepared to say God was dead, God is probably calling him to 
be the one person from whom they may ever hear the Gospel. 
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 It was his Christian girlfriend who best illustrated what was on the line for Josh.  She 
reminded him that they had been dating for six years, and they had come here together for 
college.  Their plans were for him to graduate high in his class and go to law school.  If he 
took on this philosophy professor, he would probably get an F in this class and jeopardize all 
the plans they had made.  She wasn’t prepared to make the sacrifice, so she broke up with 
him.  And so he knew the truth of Jesus’ words, “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny 
themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”  The movie was fiction.  But the story is 
very much true to life these days. 
 
 My friends, we, the disciples of Jesus Christ, are all in this together.  When I decide to 
take up my cross and follow Jesus, it isn’t all about me.  It is about Him, and the continuing 
mission of His Church.  For look what happens when, instead of facing the opposition of the 
world, the Church capitulates to the culture.  We are in such a period right now.  For us at St. 
Stephen’s, it began in 2003, when the General Convention of the Episcopal Church installed 
Gene Robinson as Bishop of New Hampshire, and signaled that it was going to approve 
same-sex marriage.  And subsequently, they did approve same-sex marriage, along with 
other mainstream Christian denominations.  And now many Christians are perfectly 
comfortable with it.  I don’t need to go into yet again the reasons why this is incompatible with 
God’s revealed will.  But I will point out what happens to the Church when it capitulates with 
the culture on something that is opposed to God’s will: 
 

• It divides the disciples 

• It muddles the mission 

• and it empowers our enemies 

 We have had firsthand experience on how it divides the disciples.  The denominations 
are breaking apart.  Christian families are estranged.  Congregations are being split, as ours 
was in 2007 when there became two St. Stephen’s in this little town.  Congregations are 
being sued by their denominations, which does not present a picture of the love we are 
supposed to have for one another.  And you have to ask, how can all this strengthen the 
Church for mission? 
 
 In fact, it has muddled our mission.  In 2004, Lynne and I were on a mission to Kenya, 
representing an Episcopal Church mission organization.  Everywhere we went, our audiences 
insisted that we persuade them that we did not believe in blessing homosexual behavior.  
One Sunday afternoon she and I were doing street evangelism in Nairobi, and we started up 
a conversation with a young man about the Christian faith.  He said to us, “Why should I 
believe you? Your church supports homosexuality.”  And even back here at home, the 
question arises, “What does it mean to love your neighbor?”  For many, it has come to mean 
affirming our neighbors and making them feel good about themselves.  But if loving them is 
supposed to bring them the Gospel, which is in Holy Scripture, how does it bless them when 
we say scripture doesn’t really mean what it says?  And you have to ask, how can this 
strengthen the Church for mission? 
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 In fact, it weakens the Church, because it empowers our enemies.  Satan delights in 
the division that has happened to the church, because a divided foe is easier to defeat.  He 
delights in the fact that the authority of the Bible has come more and more into question 
within the Church.  And when one Church leader can say to another, “You don’t really believe 
everything the Bible says, do you?” a huge opportunity has been given to Satan.  What has 
given the atheists the nudge to get aggressive here in this nation that still sees itself as 
predominantly Christian?  It is the fact that so many Christians are putting their own creature 
comforts and their own peace first, and are not taking up their cross, and not denying 
themselves in order to follow Jesus. 
  
 Why does it have to be this way?  It has to be this way because the world, like it or not, 
is at war with God.  He is a holy God, for whom sin is intolerable, and cannot continue 
forever.  And we, the disciples of His only Son, Jesus, are on His side of the war.  We are 
citizens of heaven, says Philippians 3:20.  We live on earth as foreigners and exiles, says I 
Peter 2:11.  Heaven and earth are incompatible, and will be that way until God’s mission of 
redemption is complete.  So we must not have in mind the things of men, but the things of 
God. (Matthew 16:23) 
  
 In the Chronicles of Narnia, by C.S. Lewis, there is a scene where one of the children 
is about to meet Aslan the lion for the first time.  She asks the beaver, “Is he safe?”  “Safe?  
Who said anything about safe?  Of course he isn’t safe,” said the beaver.  But he’s good.”  
The same is true of the Christian life.  It isn’t safe.  But it is good.  The weapons God has 
entrusted to us are not weapons of mass destruction.  They are weapons of spiritual warfare 
(Ephesians 614-17): 
 

• The belt of truth 

• The shoes of the Gospel 

• The shield of faith 

• The sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God 

• The breastplate of righteousness 

• and the helmet of salvation. 

 
 These times are not times for wailing and weeping, or fear and trembling.  They are 
times when we are walking together in the power of the Holy Spirit.  And so our lives are filled 
with His fruits (Galatians 5:22-23): 
 

• Love, 

• Joy 

• Peace 

• Patience 
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• Kindness 

• Goodness 

• Gentleness 

• Faithfulness 

• and self-control. 

 That is why we can be at war with the world and at the same time appreciate that life is 
good.  Jesus said, “Whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for 
me will find it.”  When we find that life, we discover that it is life in the Holy Spirit.  And there 
we find the truth of Jesus’ promises: 
 

• I am with you always. (Matthew 28:20) 

• Peace I leave with you, my peace I give to you. (John 14:27) 

• I have told you this so that my joy may be in you, and your joy may be complete. (John 

15:11) 
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