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Psalm 138, Matthew 16:13-20

Ask and it will be given to you. Seek and you will find. Knock and the door will be opened
unto you. Good morning beloved Children of God.

At St. Mark’s we have a tradition for some years now called Theology on Tap, where we gather at a
variety of breweries or restaurants in the Charlotte area once a month. This past Thursday | asked the
table, “Who are you? How did you become who you are? Who defines what “you” are? Then |
encouraged them to consider the passage from Matthew 16:16-18 where Jesus renames Simon to Peter
asking the table, “Have you ever changed your name? What does your name mean? Is it part of your
identity?”

Our names have meaning. Each one of you has homework to look up the meaning of your name if you
do not know it. Some of us have kept with the names of our birth, others of us have discarded them for
something more appealing or functional. | had an Aunt whose name was Mary Katherine. Everybody
called her Babe. | had an Uncle Ray who held me in his arms as an infant and when informed my name
was Alexandra Joy, he said that is far too long a name for a little baby like this, “I'll call her George.” That
name still to this day when | hear it there’s a fondness, an identity. He didn’t call me it just once in
passing, he called me it throughout his life until he died during my teen years, when | was by his side.
Later | found out in love notes written between my aunt and uncle that | read after her death, that the
had a good friend named George. He had named me after his friend who had died too soon.

There’s who we are named to be before we have even the concept of a name, and then there’s the
names that others call us, or the identities people project upon us, sometimes by distain other times
praise. There’s even the names we call ourselves, but beyond all of these names, is the name which God
calls us. In my sermons this summer we’ve been reflecting on Walter Brueggemann’s Spirituality of the
Psalms, a very small book with a very deep reservoir of understanding on how our walk with Jesus is
oriented to the Hebrew bible in the Book of Psalms. He says that the spiritual life has two movements—
from orientation where we understand who God is and our place in the world, to disorientation when
things completely fall apart: death, dying, struggle, challenge. Last time | preached, | preached about
disorientation. The New Orientation is we are called by God to a new Jerusalem, a new vision for
ourselves. This morning we are talking about new orientation, where Jesus and Peter both in the gospel
are both bestowed with new names, and their true identities are revealed.

Simon in Matthew’s Gospel has a profound encounter with Jesus where he is renamed to Peter. First,
however before he is renamed, he renames Jesus. He calls him, “The Messiah, the Son of the Living
God.” This revelation of Jesus’ true name is only made possible by the Spirit of God that was at work
within Simon Peter. No one would know that Jesus was the Messiah unless the Spirit of God was at work
within them. And so his revelation of Jesus’ true nature is a gift to him, Simon Peter. This understanding,
and as he speaks it in front of the other disciples, it is a gift to all of them in faith. Jesus acknowledges
this gift by saying, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah!” This is Peter’s original earthly name. “For flesh
and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven.”

Then comes the change. Simon, son of Jonah, who is a man of flesh and blood, you will no longer be
identified as such. Jesus reveals to him his new name., “I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock | will
build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.” Jesus tells him he will have authority
by holding the keys to the kingdom of heaven and having power to make decisions and lead with
discipline for the body as a church. He has turned from fisherman where his main purpose was to



produce wealth by sale of fish and to feed the community, to then disciple where his purpose was to
learn and be shaped by Jesus, leaving his nets to learn from him, and be at his feet, and be active in
ministry, to even beyond that to apostle. From fisherman, to disciple, to apostle.. an apostle is “one sent
on a mission.”! He's got a new name, a new purpose!

Even though he receives this new name Peter, which is a solid name meaning “Rock”, in our own
vernacular we could imagine going to a group dinner, bringing along a friend, saying, “Hey everyone, this
is my neighbor ‘Rocky’.” Rock is a solid name, but I’'m not sure that Peter had fully grown into it at that
moment. Remember later on in Peter’s story, he denies Christ three times... so even though he is moved
by the Spirit of God who reveals that Jesus is the Messiah, he shows promise as a leader and Jesus wants
to bestow upon him authority, giving him a new name which is a gift, there is still something yet that
Peter will grow into and own in his life. But nevertheless, knowing that he may be flawed, Jesus still
bestows this name, this new vision, this new purpose upon him. Even knowing perhaps (Jesus) that Peter

will deny him, Jesus still calls him, still grants this gift of a name and a purpose.

Ultimately Peter is named not for what he has done in the past. Peter is not given a new name because
of his achievements in fishing. Peter isn’t given a new name because of his learnedness as a disciple, he’s
just the most studious. Peter isn’t given a new name because of some accolade he’s earned. But he’s
given a new name by the Spirit of God that is at work within him. Jesus names him, and its a name he
gets to grow into. | want to also note Peter dose not seek a new name for himself. He doesn’t come to
Jesus and ask for a better brand or self image, he doesn’t ask to be seen as a leader or someone to look
up to. He doesn’t come to Jesus for that. He doesn’t set goals, or aims, or measures to be re-defined by
the public. He doesn’t seek a rank, or power over his peers. This new name that Peter receives is an
honor and it is a gift.

Who Peter becomes is a gift, to Peter, to the church, to our community. And— who we become is a gift.
The name that God calls us, is a gift to our self and our own experience of salvation and wholeness. It's a
gift to our friends as we embody the Holy Spirit in our daily life. It’s a gift to the wider community as we
are agents of the living Christ our the world. But it is a gift. It’s not something we can earn. It’s something
we honorably receive. Who we are, and who we are still living into, is the gift that God made us to be
when we were born and as we live into it.

In Ephesians 2:8 the Epistle writer says, “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not
your own doing; it is the gift of God— not the result of works, so that no one may boast. For we are what
he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works.”

Our way of life is not something we achieve, it is something we receive. It is a gift. Now, I’'m not talking
about a prosperity gospel where we get everything we want because we ask— this is a shallow message
and not the Gospel. Rather, in the receiving of the gift of our lives our true names are revealed to us by
Christ. In being embraced by God, in the overflow of that generosity of God, love is poured into our
hearts, we recognize we are children of God and out of that abundance, out of that overflow, out of that
great deep joy, our response is then action. Ephesians says, “good works”. Our actions in life therefore
are not a striving for achievement but a response to all the goodness that we have received from God.
Your work and your daily life is a reflection of your gratefulness to God. Because God has given us so
much. God has given us a new name.

1 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/apostle



And | want to speak specifically to those of you this morning among us who are currently serving or have
served in leadership positions in our church. We lead and do good for the church for many reasons. But |
pray also in your leadership and in your personal life, and in your journey in service to the church and
the wider community that your efforts of good works are fueled by the inescapable truth that everything
you are and everything you give is a true gift to God. Your work for our church is a response to the Grace
at work within you that has saved you, and continues to save you. We're not here to get brownie points,
we aren’t here to get stripes, we aren’t here to get awards. We are here to share the blessings we have
received from the goodness of who God is, which is better than any kind of accolade we could ever
receive.

This calling to respond to God’s grace is where the Psalmist finds himself this morning, who writes in first
person. If you haven’t picked up a Bible in a while and you want to read something that will inspire you
or encourage you or meet you where you're at, the Psalms do that. They’re just short enough to get a
good perspective, and written in first person they feel like prayer. The Psalmist is responding to the great
goodness of God, “I give you thanks, O Lord, with my whole heart; before the gods | sing your praise. |
bow down in your holy temple and give thanks to your name for your steadfast love and your
faithfulness; for you have exalted your name and your word above everything.”

Walter Brueggemann writes, “The Psalms regularly bear witness to the surprising gift of new life just
when none had been expected... that new orientation is not a return to the old stable orientation, for
there is no such going back....[we are] surprised by grace, when there emerges in the present life a new
possibility that is inexplicable, neither derived nor extrapolated, but wrought by the inscrutable power
and goodness of God. That newness cannot be explained, predicted, or programmed. We do not know
how such a newness happens ...but in amazement and gratitude [we find ourselves] in the famous lyrics
from Charles Wesley in his Hymn “Love Divine, all Love Excelling,” we are ’lost in wonder, love, and
praise.””2 This is how we find ourselves when we are given a new name, a new understanding.

No matter where you are on your faith journey this morning, | want you to know you have a new name
in Christ, in your baptism. Some of you were so young when you were given a new name you don’t even
know what that old name may have been. You may know no other name than the name that God has
claimed for you in Christ Jesus. Some of you are named, but you feel like you may not have lived up to
the name yet. You know where God has called you, nut you’re not quite there yet, you know you have
some growing to do. Perhaps like Simon Peter, God has revealed that name, but you are afraid to live
into it. Still others of us may not have not heard our new name. | pray wherever we are in that journey
we remember our true identity is in Christ, that it is bestowed upon us, it is a gift that is given in love.
Or as the Psalmist writes, “The Lord will fulfill his purpose for me; your steadfast love, O Lord, endures
forever. Do not forsake the work of your hands.” Friends, you have a new name. Amen.

2 Spirituality of the Psalms. Walter Brueggemann Fortress Press (47)



