
In Christ Alone.
Matthew 16: 13 – 21 

Suggested Reading: Matthew 16: 13 – 23; James 3: 14 – 16; Romans 12: 1 – 2 

In his book, Lent for Everyone, author N.T. Wright says of this text, 

We may come to [this passage in Matthew] in search of a quick lesson, a theme to 
ponder, a direction for today’s prayers. But this is one of the places where the trade 
routes of Matthew’s gospel meet, looking all the way back to Jesus’ birth and baptism 
and all the way on to his death and resurrection. This is where the story of the disciples, 
who had followed Jesus and believed that he was indeed the Messiah, washes up 
against the story of Jesus’ deeper vocation, that he had to achieve his mission by going 
to the cross. This is one of the most powerful passages in the gospel. Get this straight, 
and you’ll see how much of the rest works out.

This is absolutely true.  We have in this story one of the richest texts in all of the gospels.  
Peter’s confession of the truth that Jesus is the Messiah (the Christ), the son of the living 
God, is nothing less than a proclamation of of the Lordship of Christ.  To the same extent that 
God the Father is Lord of all creation, His Son, the Messiah, is as well.

Still, there is a fearful parallelism to the story of Peter in Matthew chapter 16.  In verse 13 – 20
we see Peter’s confession and Jesus’ subsequent declaration,

17 ... “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to 
you, but my Father who is in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I 
will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.   Matthew 16:17–18  (ESV)

Then, in the very next paragraph:

21 From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and 
suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on 
the third day be raised. 22 And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him...

(and we shouldn’t miss the irony here)

22 And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him saying, “Far be it from you, Lord! 
This shall never happen to you.” 

Peter says, in effect, “Your may be the Christ, the Son of the Living God, but let me tell you 
how this is going to go down...  This shall never happen to you, Lord.  I don’t care what you 
prophesy.”   It seems a strange sort of approach to one whom you recently declared to be the 
Lord of Heaven and earth, and it is.  Not merely strange, but demonic (see James 3: 14 – 15),
and Jesus acknowledges it to be so.  In verse 23

23  ...he turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me. For 
you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man.”   Matthew 16:21–

23  (ESV)



In the space of 7 verses then, Peter goes from “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah!” to “Get 
behind me, Satan!”  It’s a transition quick enough to make one’s head spin.  So quick, in fact, 
that it’s easy to miss, especially if we are in the habit of considering short paragraphs of 
scripture outside of their immediate context.

Of course, we don’t know exactly why Peter objects so strenuously to the idea that Jesus will 
come into His kingdom by way of the cross.  All we know is that he was “not setting [his] mind 
on the things of God, but on the things of man,” which sounds a lot like the connection that 
James makes between demonic “wisdom” and selfish ambition in James 3: 14 – 16.  

At the bottom line, I think Peter is wavering between two opinions, to borrow a phrase from 
the prophet Elijah.  On the one hand, he knows (at least he “thinks”) that Jesus is the Christ, 
which would mean that Jesus is Lord—Lord of all, and Lord (in particular) of Peter.  On the 
other hand, Jesus’ apparent determination to accept suffering and death at the hands of the 
elders, scribes, and chief priests probably does not fit with Peter’s own life plan.  After all, if 
Jesus is heading to the cross, and Peter is following Jesus, then...the implications for Peter 
are fairly obvious.  That being the case, there’s a dissonance between Peter’s confession in 
verse 16, and his faith (or lack thereof) in verse 22.

And we may find ourselves caught in this same sort of dilemma.  We find ourselves believing 
one thing—even confessing it before others—but in practical terms, when the details of our 
situation don’t turn out the way that we want, we find it difficult to live our faith.  In these times,
Peter’s problem is our problem.

We confess on the one hand that Jesus Christ is Lord.  We confess that our world belongs to 
God—in fact, that we belong to God—body and soul in life and in death.   We profess (in the 
words of the Heidelberg Catechism),

I trust God so much that I do not doubt he will provide whatever I need for body and soul,
and will turn to my good whatever adversity he sends upon me in this sad world.

And then we find ourselves in times like these...  Social isolation, self quarantine, shelter-in-
place orders; words and concepts that were not even on our radar just 3 months ago now 
define day to day reality and may even leave us questioning our profession.  

It’s understandable.  It’s human.  It’s only natural.  But as Steven Curtis Chapman once sang, 

You may say it's only natural for me to act his way.  Well, I know it's only natural, but I 
have not been made; only natural...

Which is key.  In his first letter to the Corinthians, the Apostle Paul wrote, 

14 The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to 
him… 1

st
 Corinthians 2:14  (ESV)

But we were not made to be “only natural”.  In Christ we are, as Paul would say later in 1st 
Corinthians, a new creation.  Old things have passed away, all things have become new, and 
as new creations in Christ, we are to be “transformed by the renewing of [our] minds” 
(Romans 12: 1 – 2).  

This means that as God’s people, we are to think differently (“the renewing of [our] minds”), 
and because we think differently, we are to behave differently (“be transformed”).  We are, in 



fact, to present our bodies to God as living sacrifices; to “discern what is the will of God, what 
is good and acceptable and perfect”—to believe that God will provide all that we need for 
body and soul (even in a day of COVID-19), and that he will turn to our good all that he sends 
upon us in this sad world, and then to entrust ourselves to the one who is able to do this 
because he is almighty God, and desires to do this because he is a faithful Father.

This will not come naturally, but it is who we are called to be, and it is the way that we can 
testify to a watching world of the hope that we have in Christ alone.
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