
SCRIPTURE: 
Mark 8:27-33

Do We Ever 
Know Enough?  

Like most people in the world, Peter was 
complicated. Few have demonstrated the 
faithfulness that we witness in him. At the 
word of Jesus, Peter drops his nets, leaves 
behind life as he had known it and follows 

Jesus. And if that wasn’t enough, Peter gets out of the 
boat and walks the way Jesus walks, even if the rest 
of the world says you can’t walk that way and survive. 
But then, this bold, courageous, faithful follower sits 
by the evening fire and denies even knowing the one 
who called him.

 In our text today, the full complication of Peter 
comes front and center. Peter confesses that Jesus is 
the Messiah, and then within a few moments, Jesus 
calls him “Satan.” It is one of his best moments and 
perhaps his worst moment all in one. 

Jesus asked, “Who am I?” There were lots of 
guesses. Some said he was Elijah; others said John 
the Baptist back from the dead. But Peter says, “I 
know who you are. You are our hope. You are the one 
we have been dreaming of for generations. You are 
the Messiah.” Peter knows Jesus to be the fulfillment 
of a promise. 

Judaism is a hopeful faith. Sometimes the hope 
was expressed in the boldest of terms. Like when 
Amos promised there would be a day when justice 
would roll down like waters. And Jeremiah imagined 
the day would come when the law of God would be 
written on our hearts. It was Isaiah who promised: 
They will beat their swords into plowshares and their 
spears into pruning hooks, as nation will not lift up 
sword against nation.

But their greatest hope was the belief that God 
would send a person who would make things right. 
A ruler. A leader. The coming one would be called 
“Immanuel” or wonderful counsel. The coming one 
would descend from the house of King David. The 
coming one would be righteous and bring justice. By 

the time of Jesus, that coming one was identified as 
the Messiah. The anointed one. 

But Judaism was also a faith that sees the truth of 
the world in which we live and that can sometimes 
make hope difficult to trust. When hope is delayed 
long enough, it can seem to be too good to be true.  

At one time, my mother was the queen of sweep-
stakes. She had regular correspondence with Ed 
McMahon and the Publisher’s Clearing House Sweep-
stakes. Do you remember that? 

I said, “Mom, why do you do that? You’d be better 
off drilling for oil in the backyard.” She’d say, “You 
just hush. You don’t know. One of these days, some-
one might knock on that front door with balloons, 
a TV camera and a check written on 8-foot poster 
board. Now tuck your shirttail in. I don’t want you 
embarrassing me when they ring the bell.”

I thought she was crazy, but she proved me wrong. 
There was a knock at the door. It wasn’t an 8-foot 
check, but a guy with ‘Frank’ written on his shirt 
and a big box on a hand truck. “Mrs. Are?” “Yes.” “If 
you’d just sign here.” “What is it?” “It’s your micro-
wave.” My mom said, “I didn’t order a microwave.” 
“2867 Pineygrove Road? Mrs. Are?” “That’s right, but 
I didn’t order a microwave.” “Says here you won it in 
the sweepstakes. Congratulations,” he told her.  

When Frank left, I started to open the box. “Don’t 
you open that! That’s not ours. Look on the box. 
There’s going to be a bill on there somewhere. Just 
keep looking. We are just going to return this. I didn’t 
order a microwave. I bet in the mail tomorrow we get 
a bill for $400.” “But Mom, he said it was the sweep-
stakes.” “Son, people don’t just give you something 
for nothing.” 

For three months, that microwave sat on the dryer 
while she waited for the bill to arrive. Some news is 
just too good to be trusted.

So it was no small thing, when on an ordinary 
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afternoon in Caesarea Philippi, Peter said, “I know 
who you are. You are our hope. You are the Messiah, 
the one we have been waiting for from the beginning 
of time. You are the Christ.” It takes some courage to 
put a name to the hope of your life. 

But even in this moment, Peter is missing some-
thing. Even in this glorious confession, Peter’s un-
derstanding of Jesus is incomplete. There’s a hint 
that Peter is missing something when Jesus responds, 
“Don’t tell anyone. Not yet. Let’s keep this between 
us.” But what was first only a hint, becomes crys-
tal clear when just moments later Jesus calls Peter, 
“Satan.” I don’t know what kind of week you have 
had, but it’s probably better than when Jesus called 
Peter “Satan.” That’s a bad day. And it is clear in this 
moment, that Peter may understand who Jesus is 
better than anyone else in the world, but even Peter 
is missing something.  

In 1880, James Garfield was elected president. He 
had not sought the job but was chosen as the nomi-
nee of his Republican party on the 36th ballot of the 
convention because they couldn’t agree on anyone 
else. After a very modest campaign, he was elected 
and he took office in March of 1881. 

On July 2, just four months later, he was meet-
ing the train in Washington DC when a man named 
Charles Guiteau shot him in the back. Among others 
in the station that day was Robert Todd Lincoln, the 
son of Abraham Lincoln. Garfield was rushed back 
to the White House where he received medical care 
from Dr. Willard Bliss. Garfield would not survive. 
But it was not his assassin who killed him; it was his 
doctor. Bliss was not able to locate the bullet, but he 
searched for it almost daily. The process of antisepsis 
was known in the medical world (a process to sanitize 
hands and instruments to prevent infection) but Bliss 
did not believe in it. 

Frequent searching and probing with unsanitary 
fingers and instruments introduced infection into the 
president—infection that within two months took 
Garfield’s life. To the end, Bliss defended his meth-
ods. He was convinced he was right, but he was wrong 
from the start.   

I’ve been there. I have from time to time been so 
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sure that I saw something correctly, only to discover 
I had it all wrong. It might seem that is Peter’s cir-
cumstance. I mean, when Jesus calls you “Satan,” it’s 
pretty clear you’ve got something wrong.  

Peter’s understanding of Jesus is not wrong. Jesus 
is the Messiah—the promised one of God. Peter’s 
understanding is right, but it is incomplete. 

It is Peter’s rightness that causes his problem. 
Because he knows what he sees in Jesus is true, he 
assumes that he sees the whole truth. He can’t see 
more. And when we assume we know the whole truth 
about God, we will always be in trouble. 

Peter says, “You are the Messiah,” and for the first 
time Jesus says, “I will be rejected, I will be tortured, I 
will be assassinated, and then I will rise.” Peter can’t 
see it. “No, you won’t,” he tells Jesus. “You are the 
Messiah; you don’t suffer, you reign. You don’t sub-
mit, you rule.” And without fully understanding what 
he is saying, he, in essence, says, “You don’t love; you 
reign supreme.” 

It seems so simple, but to demonstrate love in 
every circumstance is something the world has never 
really figured out. Which means, there is always 
something of Jesus that we are still trying to under-
stand, at least it seems so to me. 

Here is one example of what I’m talking about. The 
Kansas City Star reported this week that health care 
providers who provide care for transgender neighbors 
are afraid.1 They are afraid because there are laws be-
ing proposed in both Kansas and Missouri that would 
target physicians and mental-health providers who 
provide care for youth who are transitioning. 

While The Star did not mention this, what we 
know is that some of the motivation behind this push 
is religious. Just like the push to target the LGBTQ 
community is often voiced as a defense of Christian 
faith, this, too, is lifted up by some as an effort to 
please God. 

The New York Times reported this month that 
lawmakers in Texas are considering legislation that 
would classify therapy for transgender youth a form 
of child abuse, which would empower the state to 
take these teenagers from their parents.2  For law-
makers to tell these parents, “We know who your 
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child is and you don’t,” is remarkably arrogant. Some 
have said this is to please God. 

It seems to me, at best, these folks are like Peter— 
so convinced of the truth they know, they can’t see 
what they can’t see. That can happen to you and me 
as well. It’s not that we are wrong; it’s that our un-
derstanding of God is almost always limited. 

So, in this Lenten season, I make this one sug-
gestion. A guide for us in difficult times: If our love 
for God results in something other than love for our 
neighbor, we are missing something of God. If our ef-
forts to please God result in bad news for our neigh-
bor, we have missed something. 

Peter says, “I know who you are.” And he’s not 
wrong, but his knowledge is incomplete. Don’t blame 

Peter. Our knowledge of God is incomplete as well. 
This is why we always need to pay attention to how 
our choices impact our neighbors. 

When I pray with you every single week, “We 
believe, help our unbelief,” it is not because my faith 
is fragile or uncertain. It’s because my faith is always 
small compared to God. It’s incomplete. And if you 
relate to that, then it should keep you humble. And 
when we are humble, we are in a much better position 
for our love of God to result in love for neighbor, too.

That is the ultimate hope that has lived in this 
faith from the beginning of time: The hope that peo-
ple’s love for God would result in love for neighbor. It 
may seem too good to be true, but it is a hope that we 
should never give up on. 
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