
Wednesday this week, January 18th, was a special day for the global

Christian Church. That is the day every year that we commemorate the

Confession of Peter - that moment in each of the gospels when Jesus asks

his disciples “Who do you say that I am?” and Peter responds rightly. In the

gospel of Matthew, Peter confesses, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the

living God.”

Our Lutheran hymnal includes this day under the category of Lesser

Festivals, Commemorations and Occasions. As with all the Sunday and

Principal Festivals of the Church calendar, Lesser Festivals have their own

assigned readings. I found that the readings for Confession of Peter

illuminate a particular message in our readings for today.

We get a sense of that message in today’s reading from 1 Corinthians.

Even though we’re still in the first chapter, Paul here turns to the matter at

hand - the reason he wrote the letter. The church in Corinth, you see, has

been arguing and is now divided into factions. They have fallen into camps

designated by the apostle to which they “belong.”

Remember that word ‘Apostle’ from last week - one who is chosen and sent?

Well the ones who were chosen and sent to Corinth, including Paul, now

have their own followers. But here, Paul is telling them that this is all wrong.

“Has Christ been divided?” he asks. “For Christ did not send me to baptize

but to proclaim the gospel, and not with eloquent wisdom, so that the

cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power.”



And not with eloquent wisdom. Why not with eloquent wisdom? Because,

what happened in Corinth is that the eloquent wisdom of the apostles has

overshadowed the gospel and compelled Corinthians to follow not Christ

but their individual apostle. Paul says, “so that the cross of Christ might not

be emptied of its power” but I hear it this way: So that the cross of Christ

might not be obscured or concealed.

I received these words as a bit of an indictment - a word of law concerning

the way I preach. Truly, I don’t think Paul would like my sermons. I do my

best to bring you the good news about Jesus, and I try to do it with some

eloquence and poetry because I believe we hear better when our

imaginations and hearts are firing. That’s how I first heard the good news -

I received it as a thing of beauty. “Eloquent wisdom” is the way the gospel

took root in me.

The thing is, Paul is right. I see the way that eloquent wisdom can obscure

the gospel. It becomes about the person who speaks it rather than the one

who brought it - Jesus. I wonder if that was Paul’s chief concern - that

people were hearing the eloquent wisdom of their particular apostle and

ignoring the cross at its center. Paul was seeing the Corinthians following

their particular apostle into division, rather than to Jesus. I wonder if that is

the result of all my eloquent wisdom - that it sometimes distracts, obscures

or even conceals the power of the cross from you.

In some ways, my “eloquent wisdom” masks the fact that maybe I don’t get

this stuff as well as I’d like you to think I do. And that robs you of something

- the idea that imperfect and ordinary as we all are, Jesus calls us to

follow.



Consider that Confession of Peter in Matthew. To Jesus’ question of his

disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” Peter responds “You are the

Messiah, the Son of the Living God”? And Jesus responds, “You are Peter,

and on this rock I will build my church.” By chapter 16 in Matthew, Peter

seems to have learned something. But has he? In the very next story, Peter

rebukes Jesus for predicting his death and resurrection. That’s Peter though,

right? Peter, who will do worse things before the end.

But then Wednesday. I read in Acts, the story of Peter and John, arrested

and on trial before the powers of Jerusalem. Peter has just healed a man

disabled from birth, and the council asks him “By what  power… did you

do this? Peter confesses:

If we are questioned today because of a good deed done to

someone who was sick and are asked how this man has been

healed, let it be known to all of you, and to all the people of

Israel, that this man is standing before you in good health by the

name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom

God raised from the dead. (Acts 4:5-11)

The reading goes on but ends with these words. “Now when they saw the

boldness of Peter and John and realized that they were uneducated and

ordinary men, they were amazed and recognized them as companions of

Jesus.”



Between these two stories, something has changed. Or rather, nothing at all

has changed - Peter is still an uneducated, ordinary man. With eloquent

wisdom, he could have said, “By my power I healed him,” words that might

have seduced some to follow him. But he points to the one by whose name

the man was healed. Paul today is concerned that in these Corinthian

divisions the cross of Christ is being emptied of its power. I think we

celebrate Peter this week because, ordinary and uneducated as he is, he

says no - “This isn’t about me. It’s about Jesus.

Our gospel story from Matthew today is Jesus calling the first disciples.

Brothers Andrew and Peter are fishing, and Jesus tells them, “Follow me,

and I will make you fish for people.” I don’t know what stirred them to do

so but  “Immediately they left their nets and followed him.” James and John

follow suit.

There’s something simple but elusive in this call of Jesus to these first

disciples. It’s Peter though, in the light of these confessions of his, that helps

us see it. “Follow” Jesus tells him. All four of these disciples hear Jesus, drop

their nets, leave their families and the lives they’ve known, and follow him.

But we see something happen to Peter. Between this story and that story

from Acts, Peter has changed. What I am beginning to see is that Peter’s

change is not the good news for us. Jesus' invitation to follow is.



Jesus is not asking us to transform, to change, to “become” - he is only

asking us to follow. Jesus’ invitation is never about our exceptional-ness or

our capacity to grow or change - it is always only an invitation to follow.

But the good news is that in that following (in Jesus’ leading) we find that

we will be changed, even despite ourselves. What Paul is pointing to, what

Peter eventually points to, is that in whatever change we undergo in our

following, it’s Jesus who makes us who we are.

For us, following Jesus at his invitation is consenting to being led by him.

That consent is an act of faith - We put our trust in the one who calls,

trusting that he calls us not for who we seek to be but for who we are. We

trust that God in Christ will do something amazing with that faithful

following, something amazing with us as we are.

AMEN



What God in Christ does with that following, with us as we are in that

following, is ultimately amazing.

“Peter struggled to understand the meaning of his confession and of Jesus’

death for the world. Even after Jesus’ resurrection, Peter still continued to

struggle to understand the full meaning of Jesus’ death and resurrection.

Jesus’ promise makes Peter who he is. It was important to Luther that we

not idealize the apostles. Jesus sends people who still wrestle to understand

what it is all about to spread the good news through the nations. Jesus

makes more of people than they can make of themselves.”

Peter struggled to understand the meaning of what he eventually confessed

to Jesus. Leading up to and following Jesus’ death and resurrection, Peter

continued to struggle to understand their full meaning and significance.

Notice that Jesus didn’t call them over, sit them down on the beach, and

start teaching - telling them about who he was, what he was planning to

do, and what he would accomplish. He didn’t stop to even introduce himself

- that  he was the Messiah, the Son of God. He asked for no audition, no

test of aptitude, wisdom or speaking ability (eloquent or not). He needed

no assurance that they would “get this.” He doesn’t tell them what their lives

would look like other than this word “follow.” Simply “follow me.

In between these stories of Peter’s confession, what is never mentioned but

what is clearly there is struggle. Peter struggled to understand the meaning

of his confession and of Jesus’ death for the world. Even after Jesus’

resurrection, Peter still continued to struggle to understand the full meaning

of Jesus’ death and resurrection -Margin Note LSB p1634 (Matthew 16:18)

Maybe struggle was with him right there in the boat when Jesus called him,

but that didn’t keep Jesus from inviting him to come along.

000I found myself asking “What is that power - the power of the cross Paul

is concerned with? Hold on to that with me as we go on.


