
Matthew 16.13-20

“Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling-block to me; for you are setting your mind not on 
divine things but on human things.” (Mat.16.23)

Oh dear – poor old Peter! Just last week (and only a couple of Bible verses ago) Jesus was praising
him and giving him the keys of heaven, and now he seems to be telling him he's the devil himself.
What's gone wrong? What's changed so dramatically?

The clue is surely in the second half of what Jesus says each time. When Peter blurts out his
confession of Jesus being the Messiah,  our Lord commends him  “for flesh and blood has not
revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven.” But after today's stark rebuff he warns Peter that he
is setting [his] mind not on divine things but on human things.”

Put yourself for a minute if you will in Peter's place. The Lord has just told you that you've
clearly got a 'hotline' to God, and it's time to share more of the divine plan with you and your
friends,  including  the  betrayal  and crucifixion.  This  makes  no  earthly sense,  and in  your  new
confidence as the Son of God's 'best mate' you try to get him to change his mind. Well you would,
wouldn't you?

In St  Paul's  letters  he often points  to  the perennial  problem of living the human life  while
striving for the divine. He characterises it as a war between the flesh and the spirit. On the Mount of
Olives Jesus himself says of the disciples “the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Mat.
26.41; AV) Peter is, unwittingly, showing us in today's gospel passage just how easy it is to fall prey
to the very human temptation to rely on earthly logic to solve our problems, when reliance on God
is the only best answer.

We can't avoid the need for such earthly logic in our daily lives, and in our interactions with
each other. But we can do our level best to make the flesh secondary to  the spirit. Time spent in
prayer, reflection, and study is not a luxury to add to our busy flesh-life, but a necessity within our
spirit-life to sustain the soul that carries the body. 

As Peter discovered, it's all too easy to let earthly thinking and fleshly needs hi-jack our true
spiritual selves. Peter had the very best of intentions in trying to save Jesus – but as the story
unfolds we see how Peter eventually had to let Jesus save him.


