
Homily Matthew 16:21-27 Rev 

 

It has been said that at some point, everyone gets his or her fifteen seconds of fame. 

Peter had his 15 seconds of fame last week when Jesus called him blessed and gave 

him the keys to the kingdom of heaven.  

 

In today’s Gospel, Peter gets the ultimate “smack down.”  The mood has completely 

changed from last week. Last week it was all praise and celebration. Simon won the 

prize for answering Jesus’ question, “Who do you say that I am?” His great confession, 

“You are the Son of the Living God,” excites Jesus because it is through the revelation 

of the Father that Simon understands that Jesus is the Messiah. This great confession 

leads to a great reward. Jesus confers on Simon the grace of leadership and names 

him “Peter.” Jesus not only gives Peter the keys to the Kingdom of Heaven, He gives 

him the authority to bind things and loose things on earth…and whenever he does 

either, the same will take place in heaven.  

 

Jesus and Peter have a special bond…but today the peace and harmony are gone. 

Jesus and Peter stand face-to-face in open confrontation. How did we get from “Blessed 

are you, Simon son of Jonah!” to “Get behind me Satan.” A few moments before, Jesus 

and Peter were on the same page. Now, Peter cannot accept Jesus’ mission of a 

suffering Messiah and he reprimands Jesus. What happens next is shocking. Jesus 

responded with the harshest words He ever spoke to any disciple. 

 

Simon, who was just given the keys to the kingdom of heaven; Simon, who just became 

“Peter, the Rock,” is now addressed as Satan. Satan is not a name we would ever want 

to be called—especially by Jesus, the Son of the Living God. Yet, if we understand the 

history of the word satan, we may find new understanding about the message in this 

Gospel. 

 

 Peter must have been stunned to hear the word satan applied to him. It certainly stuns 

us to hear it. But it appears that Peter did not overreact to this sharp rebuke. He didn’t 

drop out of “disciple school” or quit the apostles. He didn’t feel sorry for himself. Why 

didn’t he overreact to being called satan on that walk to Jerusalem? Peter had a 

different understanding of the term satan than we have today. The Sá tán was initially a 

member of the royal court of heaven before he rejected God’s plan. He was the 

adversary who tested the righteous and put obstacles in their path to test their 



relationship with God.   Several Old Testament passages use the term the satan (sá 

tán) to mean an adversary, someone who is a rival or an opponent, a prosecutor; 

someone who would be an obstacle or present a stumbling block to a relationship or 

plan of action. 

 

If Peter knew his Hebrew scriptures, he would have known that he was not the first 

person to be referred to as a sá tán. This name appears in the Book of Job. The first 

person to be called a sá tán in the Old Testament is David. David had joined forces with 

the Philistines to overthrow King Saul. The Book of Samuel records the Philistines 

questioning whether to allow David to join them because in time he might become “a sá 

tán,” an adversary, an obstacle to their ultimate goals or plans. Actually, sá tán, the 

adversary, is the source behind God’s testing of Abraham, he is responsible for the 

Israelites worshipping the golden calf, he is responsible for Job’s troubles, and the force 

behind King David’s sin with Bathsheba. This background puts Jesus’ statement in a 

different light. He was not saying Peter was Satan or Sá tán, in the sense of the 

heavenly figure rivaling God in a battle of good and evil. He was not saying Peter was 

possessed by Satan as we see as the subject of many popular movies. Peter most 

likely understood Jesus to mean that he was being an adversary, a stumbling block, an 

obstacle to Jesus and His mission and was giving in to a very human inclination to avoid 

pain and suffering at all costs. This is indicated by what Jesus says when He responds 

with, “You are thinking not as God does, but as humans do.” This understanding helps 

us because we have the same human inclination that got Peter into trouble. We don’t 

like pain and suffering and we don’t want to see anyone else go through difficulty on 

life’s journey. But life does have pain and suffering…and Jesus gives us His teaching on 

that reality. Jesus says that we must pick up our cross and follow Him.  

 

What does this command really mean? It means that sometimes doing the will of God is 

difficult…hard…and it involves suffering. It means that sometimes following the 

examples and teachings of Jesus is a real challenge. It means doing the right thing and 

loving our neighbor even when it stretches us to the limit. It means that sometimes 

loving demands sacrifice. So many of us here are already carrying crosses. We don’t 

have to go looking for them, they find us. Perhaps you’ve denied yourself a thousand 

times over and have done God’s will by raising a family and experiencing all the 

personal sacrifice that goes with that. You have gone without so that your kids could 

have advantages you did not have. Maybe you have endured the hardships of 

supporting that family member or friend on his or her struggle with an addiction…or you 



are dealing with an addiction yourself and “digging in,” trying to walk the straight and 

narrow. Perhaps you have put up with the cycle of victories and defeats, ups and 

downs, because of the command of Jesus to love. You have devoted what seems to be 

your entire life to caring for that physically or mentally challenged child or infirm, elderly 

parent because it is simply the right thing to do, and you do it out of love. Maybe you 

have lost a child or a spouse and not a day goes by that you don’t think of that person 

you have lost, but you find the strength to stand up and carry on and continue being a 

giving person even when you feel that everything in life has been taken from you. 

Perhaps you are a teenager or young adult determined to live out a life of virtue and 

chastity when it seems you are the only one who is…and you are paying a price for your 

decision…or maybe you have carried around a hurt so deep and so stinging for years or 

even decades and you have never spoken about it to another soul; although you have 

wanted to act out in anger you have resisted and turned the other cheek and responded 

in love. Perhaps you have suffered persecution or continue to suffer persecution for 

your faith.  

 

How will our stories end? Where will carrying our cross lead us? All we need do is look 

to Jesus…look at the cross. It is here that we see suffering conquered by joy; death 

conquered by life. Darkness conquered by light and crucifixion conquered by 

resurrection. Our faith tells us that despite our suffering and sacrifices, our stories will 

end the same way if we pick up our own crosses and follow Jesus. We will be repaid 

according to our conduct, according to the way we face our difficulties, our crosses. We 

will be repaid according to the way we move our focus from ourselves to the needs of 

others. That is God’s will and if we set our minds on God’s ways and not our ways, we 

will be firmly on the path to Eternal Life.  


