
Mark 8, 31 to 38 and Genesis 17, March,  2018 

 I was reminded the past few weeks once again about how we live in an era of 

specialization and narrow expertise.  By which I mean,  where as in decades or centuries past, 

you had a general practitioner doctor who made house calls, a family lawyer who handled 

whatever came up for you, a single car mechanic who could fix most anything on any kind of 

car, now we tend to have specialists and experts to deal with anything at all out of the ordinary. 

And much as might miss the simplicity of these olden days, there’s probably some definite 

upsides to this current trend. I think of how when my Mom moved into the nursing home 

several years back, we went to see an Elder Care Attorney, who specialized in issues around this 

type of situation.  It was expensive, but worth every penny; her expertise was invaluable.  The 

same is true of dental care, as I just learned.  When I had my usual 6 month check up several 

weeks ago, my dentist noticed an issue in my lower left back tooth and jaw area.  He told me it 

would be best if I went to see a specialist in this field, a periodontist, rather than having him 

attempt to deal with it. An expert was required.  Accordingly, I made my way to the Medical 

Arts building in downtown Duluth.  The periodontist, who seemed startlingly young but was 

very knowledgeable and kindly, explained that I could either opt to build up the bone behind 

this far back tooth and have the gum trimmed in order to save this tooth; or I could simply have 

the tooth pulled.  Neither option sounded like buckets of fun.  But the perhaps oddest part of 

this consultation for me was when the periodontist, having outlined the problem and the 

options, looked at me expectantly and said, “What do you think you should do?”   Like I would 

know?  I had no confidence that my 5 minute crash course in gums, teeth,  and jaw bones had 

qualified me to make this decision better than he, the acknowledged expert.  So I immediately 



said, “What would you do in my place?”, and he advised me to go ahead with the surgery to 

build up the bone and trim the gum.  Which I accordingly did a week ago this past Friday.  This 

encounter reminded me, though, that I have respect for experts in their field.  It doesn’t occur 

to me that I will know better than they or can advise them how to do their job.  In our age of 

extreme specialization, most of us are reasonably content to let those in the know do their jobs 

as they deem best.   

 With that in mind, though, let’s take a gander at our Gospel text and recognize this 

strange irony. We might not advise our elder care attorney or periodontist on how to do their 

job, but there is one expert we are surprisingly ready to advise, contradict, and think we know 

better than—and that would be God.  I believe the carpenter who builds my deck, the 

accountant who does my taxes, and the hair stylist who cuts my hair all know much better than 

I how they should best operate; but do I believe that of God?  And do you believe that of God?  

In our Gospel lesson today, we see that Peter did not.  Peter believed he knew better than God, 

and he didn’t hesitate to say so.  And is often the case in the Gospel stories, Peter seems to be a 

stand in for many of us.  

 This context of this lesson within Mark’s Gospel is significant.  By this time in Mark, Jesus 

has exorcised demons, preached repentance, told parables, fed 5000 people with a few loaves 

and fishes, walked on water, stilled a stormy sea and worked numerous miracles of healing.  It’s 

been a busy time.  Immediately prior to these verses, Jesus asks his disciples, first, who others 

say that he is, and secondly, who do they say that he is.  It’s Peter who answers him, “You are 

the Messiah” –which means, Christ, the anointed one of God.  Peter has just made his great 

confession of faith.  Go, Peter! 



 And now in the very next moment, in today’s text, he’s about to get it all wrong!  

Because Jesus plainly outlines what God’s plan is for him as the Messiah; that he will suffer, be 

rejected, be killed, and rise again.  And Peter feels a need to help God be God, to be directive 

with God, to set God straight about a few things.  Jesus is trying to do some reality therapy with 

his disciples, to prepare them for the hardships that lie ahead.  But Peter isn’t having any of 

that!  He doesn’t buy it!  The Messiah, in Peter’s mind, would never suffer, be rejected, or be 

killed.  That just wouldn’t happen.  Jesus, although the Messiah, must be confused.  He needs a 

little help to sort things out.  So we read in our lesson, “But Peter took him aside and began to 

rebuke him.”  Peter doesn’t believe that God knows God’s job as well as Peter does.  Peter 

doesn’t trust God to be God.   

 What gall, we might think, what arrogance!  But again, Peter often is the disciple who 

says or does what we probably would have said or done.  Do we trust God to be God?  Or do we 

continually try to direct God, to improve upon God’s job performance, to help God get it right?  

Do we trust God to be God, or do we try and do God’s job for God?  One clue might be in our 

general level of anxiety; do we trust God and God’s care for us, or are we forever anxious, 

second guessing, certain that God isn’t quite up to the task?  Another clue could be our prayer 

style.  Do we spent our prayer time micromanaging how God should operate, or do we just 

place our cares in God’s hand to act as God deems best?  It isn’t easy to trust God to be God,  it 

goes against our human nature, and I think we can relate to Peter quite well. 

 Part of Peter’s struggle is that God’s idea of the Messiah isn’t the same as Peter’s.  

Peter is looking for a charismatic leader, anointed by God, to overturn Roman rule and ascend a 

throne of a liberated Israel.  Which was the expectation of many of that day.  Only problem is 



that God had a different expectation in mind. God wasn’t looking to overthrow Roman rule; 

God was looking to overthrow sin, death, and the devil, which was a bit more intricate and 

involved.  And it involved a strategy that included suffering, rejection, and death.  God often 

doesn’t meet our expectations either, and often Jesus says things we really wish he’d left 

unsaid.  Which he immediately proceeds to do in our text.  In these verses he tells us that as his 

followers, we will need to find a willingness to deny ourselves, to take up our cross, to lose our 

lives for the sake of the Gospel.  Don’t you wish he hadn’t said that?  It would have been much 

nicer if he had something in keeping with the Prosperity Gospel movement, that if we just do 

and believe certain things,  God will bless us with wealth and health in this life.  We’d love to 

hear that, and Jesus never says it.  God disappoints our expectations, too, and says things we’d 

rather not hear.  But, Jesus feels passionately about his mission, so much so that he responds to 

Peter’s rebuke by saying, “Get behind me, Satan!  For you are setting your mind not on divine 

things but on things of this world.”  He actually tells Peter that his way of thinking is in line with 

Satan, the temptation to live only for one’s own gain and good.  That’s not the way of the 

Gospel, and Jesus won’t compromise on this.    But that doesn’t stop us from making the same 

mistake as Peter.  We want life and faith to be easier; we want God to meet our expectations; 

we try to micromanage God in our prayers and through other directives; because we don’t 

easily trust God to be God. 

 In contrast to our Gospel lesson, and to the Peter in all of us, we also have before us this 

morning a lesson from Genesis 17, in which a different kind of faith is on display.  If Peter 

models our typical lack of understanding or trust, Abraham and Sarah model a far more 

admirable style of faith; a willingness to trust God to be God that has earned them kudos for 



several millennia now. Abraham plays a key role in three world faiths:  Judaism, Christianity, 

and Islam.  He could be considered the father of all three.  In fact, Abraham is the spiritual 

ancestor of 1/3 of the earth’s population about 3,000 years after this initial event. Abram and 

Sarai are a power couple in their land in the Middle East, successful and prosperous, but their 

tragedy is that they have had no children together.  Abram has children with other women, 

according to the custom of the day, but both he and Sarai are well past child bearing when we 

meet up with them.  And yet, God has promised Abram that he will be the father of many 

nations and have countless  descendants, including through Sarai, his wife.  For this promise to 

come to fruition, Abram and Sarai have, at God’s calling, left behind the life they knew in the 

region that is now Iraq and have settled in Canaan, now Israel.  This was no small undertaking!  

Abram has been called by God to leave his land, his family, and his entire social network and 

travel about 700 or 800 desert miles through mountainous regions to a place he’s never been.  

He has no realtor brochures, no mapquest, no way to further research this move. All he knows 

about this new land is that he’ll be surrounded by people he doesn’t know, with a different 

culture, who won’t speak his language.  And he’s moving not just himself, but family, 

possessions, animals, and so on.  This isn’t like getting in our car and driving to the Twin Cities.  

This is much more like a wagon train of 150 years ago crossing our country via the Rocky 

Mountains, except harder.  The journey would have taken months at best, maybe even years.  

Whatever possessed them to answer God’s calling, to take such a risk?   They only did so 

because they trusted God to be God; they believed that God knew how to be God and they 

followed in faith.  They didn’t argue, suggest alternatives, or point out easier options.  Now, it’s 

not that Abraham and Sarah were model human beings of faith in every way;  in fact, their story 



is fairly complicated and at times, not at all pretty.  But, in this particular way, in their 

willingness to trust God to be God and to follow God’s calling, they were exemplary.  I would 

like to be like Abraham and Sarah in this way; but I suspect I’m more like Peter in our Gospel 

lesson, ever ready to improve upon the job God is doing and reluctant to really trust God to be 

God. 

 And that creates a problem. Because the thing about trying to be God ourselves rather 

than leaving this job to God, is that we are ill equipped to handle it, to say the least.  Trying to 

play God ourselves may give us a temporary sense of control, but at its best, it’s not only 

presumptuous and ridiculous, but futile.  At its worst, it’s exhausting, destructive, and can lead 

us to despair.   

 Do you remember the movie Bruce, Almighty with Jim Carrey?  I thought that movie had 

some very wise theology.  Bruce thinks he could do God’s job better than God, and so God gives 

him a shot at it.  In one scene, Bruce becomes so overwhelmed by the magnitude and 

complexity of the prayer requests coming his way, that he just unilaterally grants them all, 

leading to all kinds of calamities and disasters. We can’t do God’s job; we’re not equipped for 

the task.  I remember the expression, “being promoted to one’s level of incompetency”.  That 

definitely happens if we promote ourselves to divinity. Our attempts to do so make us unhappy 

control freaks who make everyone around us miserable until we inevitably give up in despair.  

We are not suited to be God. 

 But we are suited to be followers of Christ; in fact, we are called and gifted by God to be 

that very thing.  Jesus doesn’t set the bar low for discipleship; there will be times of sacrifice, 



struggle, and confusion.  But when we accept that God is Creator, and we are the beloved, 

saved, and gifted creatures of the Creator, then we have placed the cosmos in the proper 

perspective.  We are given guidance, courage, companions, strength and grace to make the 

journey of faith.  Knowing who we aren’t—God—is as important as knowing who we are—

God’s beloved, cherished, blest child.  Blessed, as Abraham and Sarah were, to be a blessing to 

others.   

 Lent is a season wherein we think about journey of faith.  Faith, as we learn in our 

lessons this morning, involves trusting God to be God, rather than trying to be God ourselves or 

to constantly second guess God. In many ways, faith goes against some very human parts of our 

nature, which is why faith is a journey and not just a product we can purchase and assemble, 

once and for all.   Faith involves trusting that God is making a way forward, even if we can’t 

always see it, or even if we think the way should be navigated differently.  Faith at times can 

mean hoping against hope--  for new beginnings out of burned out endings, for ways to be 

made where they seems to be no way.  Faith involves attributing to God at least as much 

expertise and might as we are content to attribute to lawyers, periodontists,  car mechanics, 

and others who have specialized knowledge and experience.  And when we struggle with trust, 

we can know that, like Peter, we are always forgiven, given further chances, and given what we 

need to move forward.    We discover all the grace we need in the cross of Christ. Amen.  


