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August 31, 2014 

Romans 12:1-8 

Matthew 16:21-28   Trying to Get it Right 

 

Peter was just trying to get it right. Bless his heart, Peter was just trying 

to get things right for Jesus. He had always been a dedicated disciple. 

One of the first to sign up to follow Jesus. And he did it whole-

heartedly. Listening intently to every sermon. Marveling at every 

healing and exorcism. Going obediently wherever Jesus went. Peter even 

asked to walk on water with Jesus. Even though he sank like a stone. But 

bless his heart, Peter was just trying. He was trying to get it right. 

Peter wanted things to be right for Jesus. He wanted everything to go 

right for him in his God-given mission. He wanted success for Jesus. He 

wanted cheering crowds for Jesus. He wanted a big worship center with 

a bookstore and a coffee shop for Jesus. He wanted fame and admiration 

for Jesus. Which was why he was horrified when Jesus started telling his 

disciples that he was going to Jerusalem. And that he would face the 

elders and the chief priests and the scribes. And that he would suffer and 

that he would die. And when Peter heard Jesus saying that, he knew it 

couldn’t be right. He knew that wasn’t what was supposed to happen for 
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Jesus. It wasn’t how things were supposed to go. God forbid it, Lord. 

God forbid that any of those very wrong, very horrible things should 

ever happen to you. 

Peter was just trying to get it right for Jesus. Because moments earlier, 

Peter had just gotten it very right. Peter had just confessed in front of 

everyone that Jesus was the Messiah. He had identified Jesus as the Son 

of the Living God. That was Peter, getting it right. And Jesus had 

blessed him for it. He said Peter had God-given insight. That Peter was 

the rock on which he would build his church. That Peter would hold the 

keys to the kingdom. And that he would be forever remembered in the 

comic strips as the guy standing outside the pearly gates, checking 

people into heaven. And all because Peter had gotten it right. He had 

said Jesus was the Messiah, the anointed one, the redeemer of Israel and 

all of creation. 

But as soon as Peter said it. As soon as the word, Messiah, came out of 

Peter’s mouth, Jesus told his disciples not to tell anyone. And then 

immediately Jesus told them that he must go to Jerusalem. And he must 

suffer. And he must die, and then be raised on the third day. That’s what 
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would happen next. That was the game plan from here on out. Not 

gather an army. Not stir up a crusade. Not start a movement and take the 

world by storm. He would go to Jerusalem, but he would not conquer it. 

Jesus would suffer there and he would be killed there and he would die 

there and then something about being raised from the dead. And when 

Peter heard it, he knew that for a Messiah, it was a stupid plan, if there 

ever was one. Jerusalem, suffering, death, resurrection. It didn’t make 

sense. It didn’t sound right. Not to Peter. Not to any of the disciples. 

That’s not what was supposed to happen. The Messiah wasn’t supposed 

to suffer, he was supposed to inflict suffering. The Messiah wasn’t 

supposed to be killed, he was supposed to kill all the evil in the world. 

Jerusalem, suffering, death, resurrection. It wasn’t right. Jesus’ plan was 

not right. 

Peter, in his heart of hearts, knew it was all wrong. He knew Jesus was 

strong and mighty. He wasn’t weak or powerless. He shouldn’t suffer or 

die. The Messiah didn’t do that. A Messiah didn’t surrender. It wasn’t 

right. And Peter knew it. Just saying he might die, created bad karma. 

“God forbid it, Lord,” Peter said. “God forbid that you should suffer. 
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God forbid that you should be humiliated. God forbid things should end 

that way. Jerusalem, suffering, death, resurrection. God forbid, my Lord, 

that any of those things should happen to you.” 

Peter wanted things to be right for Jesus. And his plans for the Messiah 

didn’t include suffering, or death, or some slim chance of resurrection. 

Peter seriously doubted that this could be God’s plan. And maybe deep 

down, Jesus did too. Maybe Jesus had his doubts that this was how it 

was supposed to go. Maybe for a split second, the fully human Jesus 

wanted to fully agree with Peter. “Jerusalem, suffering, death, 

resurrection. Man, you are right. God forbid. What a ridiculous plan! A 

Messiah shouldn’t suffer, or be humiliated, or die tragically. What was I 

thinking?” Maybe for a split second, Jesus doubted. And he was tempted 

to agree with Peter, that this plan was dumb and that his mission should 

go differently. So he wouldn’t fail, so he wouldn’t crash and burn. So he 

wouldn’t look like such a loser. It wasn’t right for a Messiah, was it?” 

For a split second, maybe Jesus was tempted. But only for a second. 

Because deep down, he knew he would do whatever it took. He would 

do whatever God asked. He hadn’t come this far to save his own life. He 
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had come to give his life to save others. And he knew the devil when he 

heard it. He knew all his tricks. Pretending to be reasonable. Pretending 

to be concerned. Doing whatever he could to talk him out of what he 

was meant to do. And Jesus lashed out at his weakness and he lashed out 

at Peter: “Get behind me, Satan,” he says to him. “Get out of my way. 

You have no idea how God works.” 

Peter was just trying to get it right. Like all of us, he was just trying to 

get it right for himself and for Jesus. He was trying to help Jesus. He was 

trying to fix things for Jesus. He was trying to keep Jesus safe. He was 

trying to keep everyone safe. By doing what he thought was best.  I 

don’t know about you, but I find myself trying to do that a lot, trying to 

fix things. Trying to help God do things a little better. Trying to control 

things in the world with my great superpowers. Because somehow I 

think that if I do everything, if I do it right, then things will be OK. If I 

do it right, then I’ll make it through life. If I can just hold it all together. 

If I can keep it together. Because I know how all of this is supposed to 

work. 
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Peter just wanted to get things right. And he tried and he tried and he 

tried. Maybe you know what that’s like. Maybe you know what it’s like 

to have tried and tried and tried. Maybe you have tried to fix things. 

Maybe you have tried to make things right. Maybe you have tried to be 

in control of life. Maybe you have tried to do everything for your boss 

and your partner and your family and your neighbor and your best friend 

and your doctor and your lawyer and for everyone in the whole world 

around you. Maybe you have tried to have a good life, full of everything 

they tell you should buy in order to be happy. Maybe you have tried to 

help your kids. Maybe you have tried to be a good son or daughter. 

Maybe you have tried to be loved. Maybe you have tried to find peace. 

Maybe you have tried to do everything in your power that there is to do. 

And maybe it’s time for a power that is not your own.  

Jesus tells Peter that the way God works is different. The success we 

seek, the love we seek, the life we seek does not come from us. It is not 

something we can fix for ourselves or control for ourselves or purchase 

for ourselves. Life, abundant life, eternal life, doesn’t come from us. It 

comes from God. And it comes when we stop trying to give it to 
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ourselves. When we stop trying to accomplish the purposes that we have 

in mind. And we surrender ourselves to God’s purposes. We let go. We 

die to all that trying. And we let God create life. We give our lives to 

God and let God give them back to us. Lose your life and you will find 

it, Jesus says. Die to yourself and the world around you and you will be 

raised up on the third day 

Jesus tells his disciples that he is going to Jerusalem and he will 

surrender. He will suffer and die, but he will be raised up on the third 

day. On the third day, when love is dead and hope is lost, there will be 

resurrection. But Peter doesn’t seem to hear that part. He doesn’t seem 

to hear that in the end that there is more to the story. That Jesus will win. 

And evil will lose. And that the darkness will be overcome by the light. 

In the end, love will win. But Peter doesn’t hear that part, because it just 

doesn’t seem possible. That you could win by losing, that you could be 

held by letting go. That you could live by dying. It doesn’t seem 

possible. Until you see it, and experience it, you just can’t believe it.  

Last Sunday, the New York Times had an article about a nurse in Sierra 

Leone, Josephine Finda Sellu. She is working in a government hospital 
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treating people with Ebola. Since May 25, she has watched 15 

colleagues and hundreds of infected people die.  Every day she goes to 

work and puts on her thick gloves and her protective clothes. Every 

night she sneaks back into her village to avoid the neighbors who have 

threatened her and her family if she continues to care for Ebola victims. 

But she will not stop.  The people keep coming in to hospital, sick and 

dying. She is a senior nurse, and she says, “the junior nurses need a 

leader; they need me to stay. There are times when I say, ‘Oh my God, I 

should have chosen to be a secretary,’ But what I do here, it is the 

calling of God.” 

Try to hold on your own life and you will lose it. But give up your life 

for the sake of others and you will find it. “Do not be conformed to this 

world,” says the apostle Paul. “Don’t believe for a second that your life 

is your own. That it’s just about you and what you want and how you 

want to do it. You are not your own. You are part of God’s purposes. 

And they are something far greater than we can know. So let go. Let go 

of the worry. Let go of the guilt. Let go of the plans you had that didn’t 

happen. Let go of the things you can’t change. Let go of trying to get it 
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all right. And let God get it all right. Let go and on the third day, you 

will be raised.  

Today, Emily, is your baptism and today we celebrate that you will be 

raised. You will be part of the life and death and resurrection of Jesus. 

Today you begin to let go and let God. From this day forward, God is in 

charge of you. And it’s the God who loves you and blesses you and calls 

you his own. From this day on, your life is not your own anymore. You 

belong to God. We don’t hold you. You don’t hold you. God holds you 

now and forever, no matter what. And we believe with you and hope 

with you that God will make all things right. As you are baptized today, 

we will all remember our own baptism. And that we are always letting 

go and letting God. Because we too belong to God. In life and in death. 

We belong to God.  No matter what. Even when things aren’t right and 

we can’t make them right, we trust that God will make them right. And 

when we can’t hold it all together, we know that God will hold us all 

together. Amen. 


