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“The rock of our faith” 
(Matthew 26:30-35) 

 

Today we continue our series on the “faces of the cross.” Long before I 
knew what would transpire in the state of the world, I had planned to preach on 
this Sunday about Simon Peter. This man, more than any other disciple, had a 
combination of boldness and brokenness. Despite his divine gifts, the foolishness 
of a proud man was also his trademark. 

But, let’s do a short review. On week one we considered Judas Iscariot. 
Though the end of his life receives the most attention there were likely moments 
of mission and faithfulness to Jesus as well. Judas was a loner who trusted no 
one. His social isolation caused him to be especially vulnerable to extra 
attention. So, when the bribes of High Priests were offered, he gave in. Then, the 
presence of the evil one only further complicated his course of events which lead 
to the cross for Jesus.  Judas was called by Jesus, yet his selfish actions were 
more a reflection of his twisted soul than they were an act of hatred.   

On our second week in this series, we considered a mysterious woman 
named Mary Magdalene. The immediate challenge we faced with her is the sheer 
lack of scripture dedicated to any personal details. While multiple pseudo-
gospels and other ancient writings have ideas about her place among the 
disciples, the Bible comes up short in giving her enough attention. What we did 
note, however, were the many secular authors which suggest her relationship 
with Jesus was an intimate one. While I didn’t entirely distance myself from that 
possibility, I found it more remarkable that she shared the good news of the 
gospel, once the resurrected Jesus spoke with her in the garden. 

Last week we considered the most well-known Mary, the mother of Jesus. 
Yet, similar to her son’s female friend, there isn’t a whole lot of scripture written 
just about her either. What we do have is Mary being called into Holy 
Motherhood by an Angel. Her son would be the Messiah, and for as far-fetched as 
this may seem, she took on this calling in stride. While it is likely that she faced 
many obstacles in child rearing and the demands of Motherhood, it was her 
ability to transition from the calling of Mother to disciple that truly makes her 
remarkable. Her devotion to her son was not simply an act of family loyalty. Hers 
was a faith shaped by prayer, which the book of Acts says she shared with the 
disciples after Jesus’ ascension to Heaven.  

Judas, Mary Magdalene and Mary the Mother of Jesus are all faces of the 
cross. Today’s subject was no less fallen or faithful, Simon Peter.  

In Hebrew his name was Simeon, although the New Testament refers to 
him as Simon. The Hebrew transliteration of his name is Keepha, the Greek 
version of the same is Cephas, often translated Pehtros… meaning, “rock.” And if 
that isn’t confusing enough English translations vary from Simon, Cephas OR 
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Peter. What isn’t as confusing is his occupation and standing, he was a fisherman 
who becomes part of the “inner circle” of the disciples. 

He had been a partner in the fishing trade with Zebedee and his sons, it 
must have been a rather successful operation as scripture indicates that they 
owned their own boat (Luke 5:3). The family lived in Capernaum, a village that 
Jesus chose when he was rejected in his hometown (Nazareth). Though Peter’s 
education was limited his status among the locals was great, people knew him.  

As I mentioned last week, some think that Zebedee was married to Salome, 
Mary’s sister, so that would make James and John (the sons of Thunder) Jesus’ 
first cousin. This means Peter already worked with cousins to the Christ. We also 
know that Peter was married because scripture says Jesus healed his Mother in 
law (Luke 4:38). Likewise, the New Testament indicates that he had a brother 
Andrew, and that both were the sons of Jonas (Matthew 16:17).  

All four gospels tell of Peter being called by Jesus, including the details that 
he, Andrew, James and John, literally dropped their fishing nets to begin 
following Jesus. Some have suggested that it was because of Jesus’ influence that 
they did this, but I’ve always wondered if it was in response to Peter’s action.  

We’ve all known a guy like Simon Peter, a man with an untouchable air 
about himself, yet who–deep down–is very sincere. Simon-Peter was quick to 
speak, stand out and challenge those he didn’t agree with. This boldness also had 
a way of getting him into trouble. In today’s text, for instance, he is positive that 
denial of his Lord is not in his nature, “even if I must die… I will not deny.” And 
yet… we know the rest of the story. 

People like Simon-Peter enjoy certainty, “how many times shall I forgive 
someone… seven times?” If it is you Lord, command me to walk to you on the 
water…”. “No, Lord you shall never be killed!” Jesus, “you are the Christ, the son 
of the living God.” This final statement prompted the Lord to say, “and upon you 
(the rock) I shall build my church.” (Matthew 16:18) It is this text to which our 
Roman Catholic friends point in claiming Peter was the first Pope. Tradition and 
their earliest leaders and thinkers lead them to this conclusion.  

Many, regardless of denomination, have implied that a bold, inflexible 
nature, is the personality upon which the church should be built. But I can’t help 
but wonder if that is the aspect of the “rock” worth standing upon?  

Many Catholic churches are named after Simon Peter, including one of the 
largest in the world, St. Peter’s of Rome in Italy. The site of St. Peter’s Cathedral 
was originally the Circus of Nero. Peter was martyred under the reign of Emperor 
Nero in approximately 64 AD. In 306 AD, the Emperor Constantine became the 
first Christian emperor of Rome. He decided to build a basilica on what’s 
known as Vatican Hill at the believed location of St. Peter’s tomb. 
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Many associate today’s face of the cross with this enormous church. The 
power, pageantry and sheer size of this structure attracts millions of visitors each 
year to Italy. However, despite the religious history of this destination, the man 
for who it was named was far more down to earth. Peter was a rugged, bearded, 
fisherman from the Galilee, there’s no way he would have been comfortable in a 
cathedral constructed with Michelangelo’s art.  

The rock of our faith should not be found only within holy halls. All too 
many men and women have fallen in love with buildings only to miss the entire 
point of the gospel. The cornerstone of the church is Jesus not Peter. The Savior 
may have inspired an emperor to align his troops, but Jesus never advances the 
cause of violence over peace. In the name of Jesus all manner of things have been 
said and done but that doesn’t mean they’re all reflective of the rock of our faith.  

The challenge for Christians today, who cannot gather in a church building 
but must remain in their homes, is not unfamiliar to people of faith. Likely I will 
be one of many pastors who say, “the church is not the building, the 
church is the people.” It is a time like today, which reinforces this message. 
BE the Church! Though it is odd to not have you here today, I’m glad you’re 
watching from home.    

Now, it is certainly true that the effort of men and women can make a 
lasting difference in preserving a place for generations to come. Yet, there are 
mansions in every city that have been restored and renovated to capture the eras 
in which they were built. The woodwork, stone, bricks and mortar aren’t what 
makes a place special, it is the sacrifice that people give to these places that create 
the connection.   

Church buildings are no different. Sadly, some of the most beautiful ones 
have gone empty for lack of worshipers or have even been knocked down once 
sold for development.  Just a week ago I heard a local man discuss a memory of 
his beloved St. Agatha’s Catholic Church in Ellwood City, which was raised, 
to build a drug store, directly across the street from another drug store.  I can 
appreciate how hard it must have been to watch this building come crumbling 
down, but I wonder more about the faith that inspired its creation. 

It is sad when church buildings go empty or become dilapidated due to a 
lack of membership involvement or upkeep. It is in direct contrast to the idea of 
one’s church becoming rundown that I say “Thanks” to the men who were here 
yesterday to help with painting in fellowship hall. At NSPC we have a very loyal 
and capable group of men and women who know how to get things done. Keep up 
the good work Trustees and others, our church family thanks you. No doubt there 
were other things they could have spent their time doing but they chose to 
contribute to the needs of their church. Consistent actions make a difference. 
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You see, even though Simon Peter vowed NOT to deny Jesus, in time that is 
exactly what he did; three times! Peter’s failure highlights the biblical teaching 
that actions of love matter more than words of the same. In 
John 14:15 Jesus said, “If you love Me, you will keep My commandments.” In 
verse 21 He added, “He who has my commandments and keeps them is the one 
who loves Me”. In 1 John 5:3 John repeated the Lord’s teaching: “For this is the 
love of God, that we keep His commandments; and His commandments are not 
burdensome.”  

So, before we point a finger at Peter, do you remember how the gospel 
passage ended that I read today? “And all the disciples said the same.” ALL of 
the disciples claimed that they would stand up for Jesus, however none 
of them did. In a traditional sermon describing the Apostle Peter’s influence on 
the Christian faith we would include a post-resurrection reminder of how Jesus 
reinstated him after breakfast, asking three times, “Peter do you love me?”  

However, today–during Lent–I want us to linger in this moment. Peter and 
the others SAY they won’t deny Jesus. Their intent is to be there for their spiritual 
leader, they mean well but when the Roman guards arrive, they bail. Well, one of 
them–maybe Peter–cuts off the ear of a Roman servant, but that’s about it. Now, 
I’m not suggesting that they should’ve started a riot however I am drawing our 
attention to the difference between one’s words and actions. 

Even as politicians point fingers in trying to solve the needs of our health 
care communities, Jesus lifts up truth, “before the rooster crows, you will deny 
me three times.” When stressed we might say the right things but in the crunch 
time, it’s not what we say but what we do that counts. We can say that we 
want to remain healthy but unless we take precautions, it’s just all talk. We can 
say how sad it is when a church building falls but were it full week after week, 
would it have to have been sold to begin with?      

Today, we cannot attend our places of worship, so we made a point to watch 
church online. This effort is one of the conveniences of our technology, and it is a 
luxury for which we are grateful.  

Yet in one week’s time on Sunday morning will we AGAIN turn on our 
iPad, phones or computers? What about in two weeks’ time when social 
distancing is no longer an overdue Spring break but feels more like 
confinement… will we still worship? Will our attitudes align with our actions? 
When we say how much we miss going to church, will we make sure to send in 
our checks and cash as well? 

In three weeks from now if we aren’t able to hold a traditional Easter 
morning service, followed by a children’s Easter egg hunt on the front lawn, will 
we still tune in to say, “He is Risen”? Or will we worry that things aren’t like 
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they’re supposed to be and lose our patience? If we must remain in social 
isolation for weeks on end can our faith… survive?  

The short answer is YES if our faith is based upon the correct “rock of our 
faith”. Our shared discipleship is what we’re called to be about, no matter the 
hurdles we face. To be the church is not incumbent upon being able to be IN the 
building, our faith is built upon the actions of Jesus not Simon Peter. 

I certainly hope our nation will heal from its sickness sooner than later, I 
hope that schools open once again and that the spring semester, sports events 
and music concerts can occur. I hope that places of employment-recently closed-
are able to reopen. I hope that families having a hard time making ends meet are 
given financial relief. I hope that the budding trees and blooming flowers bring us 
outside to enjoy God’s creation. We can all be people of HOPE.       

I also hope that the ways in which we’ve been forced to spend more time 
with our immediate family and become aware of the needs of our next-door 
neighbors, will remain once our busy lives reboot. So, not unlike the season of 
Lent, looking toward the glory of Easter; I too hope for relief too but we’re not 
there yet. We must face the reality that this disease may shake up our normal 
schedules for a while. But that’s ok because we’re still on a journey to the cross.  

We’re still learning about the stories that shaped the Savior’s path to 
Calvary. The women and men that made a difference and made a mess, the faces 
of the cross. Likewise, our own challenges remain, but God–willing, next week 
we’ll add one more man to our series, the beloved disciple, who may or may not 
have written a gospel by the same name? Who, you ask?  Tune in next week! 

 

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
          Amen! 
 


