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Sermon 2 25 18   

“What’s in a name?  A rose, by any other name, would smell as sweet.” That’s from 

Romeo and Juliet.  And Juliet is making a good point – for a 14 year old.  What does it matter 

what something or someone is called?  Well apparently, for the rest of the world and long 

ago, it matters quite a bit. Names can have great significance. We’re just not usually aware 

of what that significance is.  

When my parents named me Susan, I can assure you that they were definitely not 

thinking of the name Susannah from the Bible, which can refer to a lily or joy or 

cheerfulness.  My mother liked the name Susan because of Susan Hayward, who was one of 

the few popular actresses at that time who wasn’t blond. (My mother was a brunette!) 

Biblical names were given because of the significance of their meaning.  “Abram” 

meant a man of greatness.  His name signified his family’s, indeed his entire tribe’s, hopes 

for him.  When God changed Abram’s name to Abraham, that signified God’s new intent for 

him.  Abraham means “the father of nations,” and so he was.  Sarah’s original name was 

Sarai, or “princess,” but God renamed her Sarah, “the mother of nations.” 

Now, as for ages in the Bible. There are all sorts of explanations given for the great 

ages reported in the Old Testament. They range from, “the air was cleaner then” and “food 

and water was purer then” to “our measurement for a year may be different from what 

theirs was,” or even just “bad translations.” 

We have a very modern point of view regarding history.  We believe in literal history 

based on recovered evidence, and that makes sense to us. Ancient historians depicted 

events, certainly, but they had no problem serving agendas or writing in someone else’s 

name if that served their agenda. A book attributed to Peter was probably written by one of 

his disciples.  Peter was most likely illiterate.  Stories and legends about a great figure like 

Oedipus may have originated with an ancient Greek man of interesting origin and great 

accomplishments who was also clubfoot. But he apparently became a figure who became so 

much a part of the culture that he himself was a metaphor – a man who could see the truth 

only after he was blinded.  

We need to consider these possibilities when we read ancient history and the Bible.    

The important thing our readings for today teach us is that God believes in 

covenants. God believes in commitments. I always tell couples during pre-marital 
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counseling that they are entering into a covenant and a covenant is a much bigger deal than 

a promise. A covenant is forged with the strength of God’s love for all parties. 

What God forged with Abraham was a covenant that promised to consider 

Abraham’s descendants to be God’s people and that God would be their God – forever.  

It is the strength of this declaration that informs Jesus’ strong statement to Peter. 

Jesus came to strengthen and broaden God’s covenant to include everyone – past, present 

and future. That too is a very big deal.  Peter was chastising Jesus, rebuking Jesus for telling 

the disciples how he was going to fulfill God’s promises to them – quite probably in 

different ways than they expected. 

Jesus’ cry of “Get thee behind me Satan!” was meant to be unforgettable, to stick 

with Peter for the rest of his days.  He was telling Peter, “This is the nuts and bolts of my 

mission among you.  This is why I’m here!  I’m not here to lead a political movement! I’m 

not here to lead a human revolt!  My mission goes way past the Romans and the Jews!  I am 

here to begin something – a new way of life – a kingdom so different that it isn’t even a 

kingdom – it’s a way of living every day, based on the power of my unconditional love for 

you.  I am here to fulfill and build on God’s covenant, my covenant with Abraham.  I am here 

to offer that covenant of love to EVERYONE.  Don’t think small!  Think Big! Think FOREVER! 

It’s not going to be easy, but it’s going to be worth it!  You can’t think in terms of your own 

life and what you can get out of this personally.  You need to think in terms of everyone, 

everyone on earth – from now on! We’re movin’ on here!” 

Think of how it grew.  We were talking about this at our Lenten study last Tuesday. 

There is an historian, Bart Ehrman, who recently wrote a book, The Triumph of Christianity. 

In it he notes that “at the time of the Edict of Milan in the year 313, perhaps 7 to 10 percent 

of the population of the Roman Empire” was Christian.  A mere hundred years later, half 

the empire’s 60 million inhabitants claimed allegiance to the Christian tradition.” Ehrman 

declares this to be “extraordinary.” Ya think? 

So, “Christian believers went from roughly 1,000 in the year 60 of the CE (the 

Common Era) to 40,000 in the year 150, to 2.5 million in the year 300.” (Ehrman) 

Eherman observes that “Very little about the historical triumph of Christianity 

makes sense. When Constantine converted, the New Testament didn’t formally exist and 

Christians disagreed on basic concepts, among them how Jesus and God were related.” For 
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those living at the time, he writes, “it would have been virtually impossible to imagine that 

these Christians would eventually destroy the other religions of Rome.” However, he notes 

that one pagan philosopher of the time named Celsus wrote a tract that attacked 

Christianity’s penchant for appealing to “slaves, women and little children.” “So,” Ehrman 

asks, “How did Christianity triumph? To put it plainly, Christianity was something new. 

Part of what made it so new was that it wasn’t closed to women. It was so concerned with 

questions of social welfare (healing the sick, caring for the poor) that it embedded them 

into its doctrines. Some things to consider for the future of Christianity…   

So back to Jesus and Peter. Apparently Jesus could see ahead.  Jesus could see ahead 

to churches all over the world, even to Pitman, NJ.  He could see that life in God is greater 

than life any other way.  Of course, Jesus lost it with Peter.  He knew the stakes were 

greater than Peter could ever imagine. 

“Get thee behind me, Satan!  And then get on with the business of building my 

church!”   That’s his message to us today. “Don’t get bogged down in all this other stuff.  

Know that I love you. Know that I support you.” 

 We all need to be reminded, all the time, to set our minds “not on human things,” not 

on the everyday things that bog us down and hold us back, “but on divine things,” the 

things that reflect and share God’s love for us. If we do that, there is no end to what we can 

accomplish – in God’s name and with God’s help. 

 

http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/celsus.html

