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    PREFACE


    

      BIBLICAL SCHOLARS OFTEN COMMENT on the relative neglect of Peter’s theology.1 Given the shape of the Christian canon, perhaps this is inevitable. The Gospels, foundational documents of the Christian faith, and the letters of the apostle Paul overshadow the Galilean fisherman’s contribution. And yet, Martin Luther had the highest regard for Peter’s theological contribution to the NT, calling the Gospel of John, Romans and 1 Peter “the true kernel and marrow” of the NT message.2 This book invites Peter to the table as a major contributor to the theological message of the NT,3 sharing Martin Hengel’s conviction that Saint Peter is “the underestimated Apostle.”4 As F. J. Foakes-Jackson reminds us, “the very fact that Peter was singled out by the unanimous voice of the writers of the New Testament for pre-eminence  is sufficient reason why he should demand our serious attention.”5


      

        Constructing Petrine Theology


        My readers are entitled to know how I intend to approach the task of synthesizing the theology of the apostle Peter. Accordingly, I set out the various methodological assumptions and decisions underlying this work.


      


      

      

        The Sources


        A fundamental, methodological question immediately arises when one inquires into the theology of Peter. What are the relevant sources for such an undertaking? The Christian canon contains but two epistles attributed to Peter. Of these, the second is almost unanimously rejected as authentic by modern scholars, and a majority cast doubt on the genuineness of the first, leaving little but tradition.6


        My approach accepts both letters as genuine. I also take seriously the tradition, supported by close textual study, which links all four Gospels to eyewitness testimony.7 Accordingly, I see no reason to doubt the traditional view that the Gospel of Mark is based in large measure on the preaching of the apostle Peter at Rome.8 Accordingly, Mark’s Gospel ought to be taken into account when seeking to formulate Peter’s theology. On good historical grounds, I also accept the essential historicity and reliability of the book of Acts.9 Inasmuch as Peter is the prominent figure and spokesperson in the first half of Acts, I include the sermons and speeches attributed to him as an adequate representation of his thought, even though they are now incorporated into the work of another author who has his own theological perspective and agenda.10 For purposes of synthesizing Peter’s theology, however, I will not incorporate material from the various apocryphal works attributed to Peter, since these lay outside the canonical boundary lines.11 Chapters 15 and 16 will, however, briefly survey some of the fascinating, later traditions that emerge concerning Peter.


      


      

      

        Method of Presentation


        A further methodological problem concerns the presentation of the material extracted from the sources. Should one’s synthesis be set out in a strictly chronological order with regard to the actual sources in which information appears, or in terms of Peter’s life, insofar as this can be reconstructed from the sources? If the former, one should be obliged to begin with Paul’s letters, since there is a consensus that they are the earliest surviving Christian documents. The problem here concerns the paucity of material. If the latter, one must necessarily begin with the Gospels since they purport to record events from Jesus’ ministry (ca. A.D. 27-30). However, given the inherent problems, perhaps a chronological approach should be jettisoned for a thematic or topical scheme. Good arguments can be made for either.


        I opt for a chronological approach in terms of Peter’s life fully aware of the many problems and scholarly disagreements and quibbles such an option engenders.12 Mark’s Gospel, supplemented by the other Gospels, provide the primary materials for piecing together a general picture of what may be known: his home and profession, his call to be a disciple, his appointment as an apostle and, most importantly, his role as spokesperson of the Twelve at key moments during Jesus’ ministry (chaps. 1 through 3). The book of Acts carries the canonical storyline forward and gives some indication of Peter’s leadership in the early Jerusalem church and Judea (chap. 4). I pay special attention to Peter’s sermons as recorded in Acts with leading themes and motifs highlighted that appear later in Peter’s letters. To this are added the several references in Paul’s letters that refer to Peter. These are examined in chapter 5 for any further contribution they may make to the task at hand.


        The heart of the book focuses on Peter’s two epistles, the primary content from which Peter’s theological thought may tentatively be reconstructed. Chapters 6 through 10, devoted to 1 Peter, probe the theological substratum informing Peter’s moral admonition and exhortation to believers in Anatolia (north central Turkey). Peter’s contribution to the NT teaching on God the Father, the person and work of Christ and the role of the Holy Spirit come in for special attention, as does the practical problem that lies at the center of Peter’s purpose in writing his first epistle: suffering for the name of Christ. Closely linked to this issue are Peter’s reflections on the nature and purpose of the people of God. Along the way, several key theological ideas and themes are identified which recur in the teaching of Jesus, Paul and John, all with an eye to demonstrating the remarkable unity discovered in these four witnesses.


        Chapters 11 through 14 focus on 2 Peter. Once again, I focus on the leading theological ideas and themes of this short pastoral letter. Sharp polemic against false teachers dominates, and trying to specify more narrowly their identity and the contours of their teaching presents considerable challenges. Closely linked to the foregoing, the eschatology of 2 Peter receives special attention since it is a major contribution of the epistle.


        Chapters 15 through 17 survey the post-NT traditions and legends that gradually develop concerning Peter and his position in the Christian church. I briefly trace the veneration of Peter through the early centuries culminating in the Roman Catholic claim for the primacy of Peter and apostolic succession as essential for true catholicity. I conclude the book with a word of appreciation for the influence of Peter’s life and thought and a brief summary of his theological contribution to NT theology.


         Central themes. The leading theological theme of 1 Peter already surfaces in the Gospel according to Mark and in the speeches of Peter as summarized in Acts. The overarching rubric that encapsulates Peter’s theology is the meaning and significance of the cross which shapes Peter’s first pastoral letter. The Christian life, according to Peter, is cruciform in nature. In his words, “To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps” (1 Pet 2:21 TNIV). The echoes of Mark 8:34-38 are unmistakable. Admittedly, the Greek word for “cross” (stauros) occurs not even once in the two letters ascribed to Peter or in the speeches attributed to him in Acts. The Greek verb stauroō (“to crucify”), however, does occur eight times in the Gospel of Mark, and the concept is clearly present in all four sources. Furthermore, the special vocabulary of 1 Peter includes the word “to suffer” (paschein), occurring eleven times out of a total of forty occurrences in the NT. In four passages, the suffering in question is that of Christ on behalf of sinners and for sins (1 Pet 2:20, 23; 3:18; 4:1). Peter’s burden is transparent: one cannot follow the Master without also treading the Via Dolorosa. An implied question confronts each reader: Quo vadis (“Where are you going”)?


        The overarching theological theme of 2 Peter is twofold: hope in the glory of God through Christ and certainty of God’s judgment on evildoers. This glory reveals itself through participation in the divine nature and through experiencing the new heavens and new earth. For Peter, Christian hope is not just pie in the sky but a robust certainty, rooted in the prophetic promises and confirmed by the Lord Jesus Christ, molding and anchoring the believer in the seductions and storms of life. Second Peter is highly polemical in nature because false teachers are denying this central Christian doctrine: the imminent return of Jesus Christ in glory. False teachers are put on notice: their condemnation is not an idle threat.
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1

BACKGROUND OF
SIMON PETER

◊


THE GOSPELS SERVE AS our primary source for sketching Peter’s early years during which he becomes a disciple and then an apostle of Jesus the Messiah. This chapter considers some linguistic, historical-geographical and sociological clues imbedded in the Gospels that throw light on this remarkable man.


His Name

Peter was not the apostle’s given name; Jesus gave it to him. Peter is a Greek name (petros) meaning “rock” or “stone” (Mk 3:16). His Aramaic name was šim´ōn, meaning something like “hearing” or “obedient.”1 But he also went by the good Greek name Simōn (occurring seventy-five times in the NT), though occasionally his name is transliterated into Greek as Symeōn, a spelling reflecting his Aramaic name (Acts 15:14; 2 Pet 2:1 [majority of Gk MSS]). The fact that he had both an Aramaic and a Greek name is significant; he was bilingual and lived in an environment that was heavily influenced by Hellenism. The disparaging view of the Jerusalem religious leaders that Jesus’ disciples were “uneducated and ordinary men” (Acts 4:13) probably “means no more than that they were ignorant of the finer points of the rabbinical interpretation of the Jewish Torah.”2

Simon or Simeon was a popular name shared by many Jews of the Second Temple period; several luminaries in Jewish history also bore it. From the Hebrew Scriptures, one recalls Simeon, second son of the patriarch Jacob and progenitor of the tribe bearing his name. In the early second century (ca. 180 B.C.), Ben Sira, a Jerusalem teacher, rhapsodizes on the virtues and ministrations of a certain high priest named Simon.3 In the mid-second century B.C., a Simon Maccabeus achieved iconic status as a war hero during the national liberation movement against the Seleucids. The Jewish people bestowed on him the unprecedented honor of acclaiming him both ethnarch (ruler of a province or a people) and high priest (ca. 140 B.C.). He thus assumed national leadership in both the political and religious spheres. Not surprisingly, Jewish parents frequently chose to name their sons Simon. Ossuaries provide mute evidence that it was a well-worn name during Second Temple times.4 Accordingly, at least nine different people, including Simon Peter, bear the name in the NT.5

Jesus apparently gave Simon the nickname “Peter” in keeping with a character trait appropriate to or desired for him. One recalls in Hebrew tradition the importance of name changes, especially when God is the one who bestows the new name. At critical moments in their life, Abram (“exalted father”) becomes Abraham (“ancestor of a multitude,” Gen 17:5) and Jacob (“he who grasps the heel” becomes Israel (“God strives,” Gen 32:27-30; see also Is 62:2; 65:15).6 A “Man of Rock” is someone who is solid and on whom you may depend.7 Bedrock provides a solid foundation on which to build (Mt 7:24-25; Eph 2:20). Although Peter struggles at times, in the end, he lives up to the meaning of his new name bestowed by the Master.8 For English speakers, perhaps we can best appreciate Simon’s nickname by calling him “Rocky.”9

The Aramaic equivalent of petros is kēphās, and the English cognate, “Cephas,” occurs nine times in the NT as Peter’s name (Jn 1:42; 1 Cor 1:12; 3:22; 9:5; 15:5; Gal 1:18; 2:9, 11, 14). The frequency with which his name appears in the NT (e.g., Peter, Simon, Simon Peter, Cephas) testifies to his significance in early Christianity. In the Synoptics his name occurs 75 times and in John, 35 times. Taking into account the entire NT, we find 181 occurrences, even more than that of Paul/Saul (177).10




Galilean Fisherman

Here is what may be pieced together concerning Peter’s background. Simon was a Galilean fisherman, and his home town was Bethsaida (Jn 1:44).

Location of Bethsaida. A problem of identification arises, however, and two candidates vie for recognition. The first location, today known as Et-Tell, was a city of some consequence in the Iron Age and was probably the capital of the small Aramean state called Geshur in the OT (Josh 12:5; 13:11; 2 Sam 3:3, et al.). During the Hellenistic-Roman era, it was a Greek city serving as an administrative center for the district of Gaulanitis. In approximately A.D. 30, Herod Philip renamed it Julias in honor of Augustus’s wife Julia/Livia, who died in A.D. 29.11 Today, Et-Tell lies about 1.5 kilometers to the north of the shoreline, on the eastern bank of the Jordan River before it empties into the northeastern quadrant of the Sea of Galilee (called Kinneret in the OT [Num 34:11] and Sea of Galilee, Sea of Tiberius [Jn 6:1] and lake of Gennesaret [Lk 5:1] in the NT).12

The other candidate is a site called el-‘Araj, a small village lying along the present-day shoreline and east of where the Jordan River empties into the Galilee. In NT times, however, the site lay on the west side of the Jordan because the river has changed its course over the centuries.

Can we decide between the two options? According to John’s Gospel, Philip, in addition to Peter and Andrew, also came from “Bethsaida in Galilee” (Jn 12:21, italics added). Taking John strictly, in accord with precise geopolitical terminology, favors el-‘Araj, because it, not Et-Tell, was located in Galilee, under the jurisdiction of Herod Antipas. But the course of the Jordan may have shifted since the first century so that in Peter’s day, Et-Tell was in fact located in the district of Galilee. Or, it may be that John is content to locate Bethsaida regionally. Another objection to identifying Et-Tell as NT Bethsaida arises from Mark 8:22-23, in which Jesus leads a blind man who lived at Bethsaida outside the “village” (kōmē). One would have expected Mark to use the word city (polis) in keeping with Bethsaida’s dignity as a district capital. But perhaps this expects more precision in the use of these two terms than is warranted. James Strange suggests that el-‘Araj and a nearby site el-Misadiyeh are the remains of the fishing village of Bethsaida and Et Tell is the acropolis of Herod Philip’s Hellenistic city of Julias.13 This follows a suggestion offered by G. Schumacher in the 1880s.14

As early as 1838, Edward Robinson identified Et-Tell as NT Bethsaida. Modern excavations under the direction of Rami Arav support Robinson’s view: “Probes and remote sensing (ground penetration radar) near the present-day shoreline at el-‘Araj, the other contender as Bethsaida, have shown it to have been an exclusively Byzantine period settlement.” Furthermore, an earthquake in A.D. 363 resulted in a massive flow of dirt and debris from some 9 kilometers north of Et Tell and a subsequent dislocation of the northern shore line some 2 kilometers to the south. Thus, in Jesus’ day, Et-Tell was much closer to the Sea of Galilee than it is today.15 Steven Notley, however, calls attention to “the inexplicable absence of first-century remains” at Et-Tell, and concludes that “for the time being, the location of ancient Bethsaida remains in question.”16 

At any rate, in the first century, the Jordan River was the border between the district of Galilee and the district of Gaulanitis (modern Golan). Bethsaida-Julias thus lay near a political border—just inside the jurisdiction of Herod Philip (Gaulanitis) and just to the east of the jurisdiction of Herod Antipas (Galilee). Almost certainly it possessed a customs office. Goods passing from one toparchy to another were subject to duty. “Toparachy” is a Greek term used to designate an administrative or tax district, perhaps equivalent to a county or state. This necessitated the presence of toll, tax and duty collectors along with military personnel to enforce the levies. Since Bethsaida-Julias was the capital of Gaulanitis, various administrative officials resided there, and, since Herod Philip’s tetrarchy was inhabited by a large Gentile population, it reflected both Jewish and non-Jewish influence.17 This means that free association with Gentiles is a not inconsequential aspect of Peter’s background, especially when one remembers that he played the leading role in opening the door for Gentile admittance to the nascent church (Acts 10:1–11:18; 15:7-14).

The fishing industry in Galilee. The economy of Bethsaida, like that of other towns and villages along the lake, depended heavily on the fishing industry, as demonstrated by an abundance of fishing hooks, lead weights, anchors, sail and net needles and other gear associated with fishing uncovered in area A of Et-Tell, appropriately called the “House of the Fisherman.” In fact, fishing was an important aspect of the socioeconomic fabric of first-century Palestine. Josephus, in his nearly rhapsodic description of the region of Galilee and the Sea of Gennesaret, mentions “a great number of ships” employed by the Jewish rebels in their vain attempt to defeat the Romans (J.W. 3.10.1 §465; cf. 3.10.9 §531). In 1986, the remarkable discovery of an ancient boat dated to the first century A.D. brought Josephus’s reference to life. The so-called “Jesus Boat” may have been one of those involved in the great battle on the lake between the Jewish insurgents and the Romans in the summer of A.D. 67.

Today, we can see the kind of sailing craft used for both fishing and transportation in the time of Jesus. The “Jesus boat,” 25.5 feet long, 7.5 feet wide and 4.1 feet high, carried a crew of five but could hold up to fifteen passengers. Interestingly, the boat had a rear seat, nicely illustrating the vivid Markan account of a storm on the lake: “Jesus was in the stern, sleeping on a cushion” (Mk 4:38 TNIV).18 In such a vessel, several of the apostles, before their call to preach the gospel, spent long hours on the lake eking out a living. Recall Simon’s response to Jesus’ command to let down his nets: “Master, we’ve worked hard all night and haven’t caught anything” (Lk 5:4-5 TNIV). In a similar boat, Jesus and his disciples frequently crisscrossed the lake during his Galilean ministry (Mk 4:35; 5:21; 6:32, 53; 8:10, 13).

The name Bethsaida means “House of the Fisherman,” and the town of Magdala Nunnaya (Magdala in the NT), on the northwestern shore of the lake, means “Fish Tower,” probably referring to a wooden structure in which fish were air-dried. Magdala was also called Taricheae, a Greek word meaning something like “Place of Salted Fish,” evidence of a fish-processing facility just a few miles from Capernaum, which also appears to have been a center for salting fish. Processed fish from the Galilee was carted to Jerusalem and sold in its markets, as witnessed by the Fish Gate in postexilic Jerusalem (Neh 3:3).19 Mendel Nun has discovered fifteen or sixteen ancient harbors located along the shoreline of the lake, all dating to the Second Temple period,20 one of the most impressive of which served the village of Capernaum, almost certainly located at Tell Hum.21 Not surprisingly, Nun also found one in proximity to Bethsaida.

Simon Peter and his brother Andrew appear as partners in a domestic fishing business with a man named Zebedee and his two sons, James and John (Lk 5:7, 9-10).22 Simon owned one of the boats (Lk 5:3), perhaps one he inherited from his father. The family business, located in Capernaum, employed hired hands or day laborers (Mk 1:20; cf. Mt 20:1-16). These extra hands were necessary to assist in rowing, handling sails, managing and drying the large dragnets and sorting fish. Western readers should not superimpose a free market economy on the Gospel narratives. Such was not likely the case.23 The Zebedee fishing business was part of an imbedded domestic economy under the oppressive control of elites, in this case, the Roman client government of Herod Antipas and the aristocratic families who supported his regime, probably the group called the Herodians (Mk 3:6; 12:13). Herod’s government arbitrarily exacted taxes in kind, that is, a percentage of the catch, and imposed rental fees or fishing licenses on the Galilean fishermen.24 Furthermore, local fishermen were required to pay harbor usage fees.

The harbors discovered by Nun along the shores of the Sea of Galilee were of such a nature as to make it unlikely individuals constructed or maintained them since they required resources well beyond the capability of local fishermen.25 In short, the government financed their infrastructure investment by levying usage fees. So in addition to tolls and duties, Levi may have collected rental and license fees at his tax booth in Capernaum (Mt 9:9). There were probably a number of toll and tax collectors at Capernaum because it, like Bethsaida, was situated next to a border separating two toparchies (Mk 2:15 mentions “many tax collectors” at Levi’s dinner party). Oppressive systems like this encourage hiding and lying about goods and assets as well as bitter, but mostly ineffective, protests about excessive fees (J.W. 2.4).26

Fundamental to imbedded domestic economies is the extended family that functions as the producing and consuming unit. Kinship is a regular feature of guild or trade membership. Relatives and in-laws work together as an extended family in the production of certain goods and carefully preserve and protect required technologies. Whether we should speak of these fishermen as middle-class entrepreneurs or Galilean peasants is a moot point.27 Jonah (John), Simon and Andrew’s father (Mt 16:17; Jn 1:42; 21:15-17),28 and Zebedee, father of James and John, were business partners and their sons shared in the partnership.

This leads to a conjecture. Simon was married (1 Cor 9:5), and his mother-in-law lived at Capernaum (Mk 1:30). Though neither woman is identified, I wonder if Simon was married to one of Zebedee’s daughters. If so, his mother-in-law was none other than the mother of James and John, and she in turn may be the person named Salome, one of the women mentioned at the cross (cf. Mt 27:56 with Mk 15:40; 16:1; Jn 19:25). Perhaps Andrew married another Zebedee daughter. If so, the Zebedee-Jonah family fishing business was truly all in the family!29

Not to be overlooked in all this is the fact that four, possibly seven, of the twelve apostles were part of an economic network linked to the Galilean fishing industry. Recall that Philip was also from Bethsaida (Jn 1:44) and Nathanael and Thomas participate in a postresurrection fishing venture with Simon Peter (Jn 21:1-3), quite different from fishing today with rod and reel—the skills required to operate a trammel net are not picked up on weekend outings! If Levi (Matthew) collected license and harbor usage fees at Capernaum, there are now at least five, possibly eight, of the twelve apostles who, before their call, owed all or part of their livelihood to the fishing industry on the Galilee. This is quite remarkable.

Status of fishermen in Palestinian society. The status of Galilean fishermen within Jewish society is difficult to estimate. The NT provides no overt indication one way or the other. In Jewish culture generally, manual labor was not demeaned (b. Ketub. 59b; b. Ned. 49b) and fathers were enjoined to teach their sons a trade. But certain trades were despised because of ritual impurity infractions, for example, the tanning industry (Acts 9:43). Fishing would entail its share of ritual impurity issues, but there were means to rectify temporary ritual impurity, and there is no indication that fishing rendered one constantly unclean. In ancient Egypt, “The Satire on the Trades” informs us that the fish catcher “is more miserable than any (other) profession.”30 Closer in time (third to second century B.C.), the Roman Plautus mentions the low status of fishermen (Rudens 290-305). In the third century A.D., Athenaeus lumps fishmongers with moneylenders and considers them murderous, wealthy thieves (Deipnosophistai 6.226a, e; 6.228c; 7.309d). However, given the importance of fish for the economy and diet of Palestinian Jews, I think it is reasonable to assume that fishing was appreciated, but probably not highly regarded as an occupation.31

Capernaum and Simon’s house. Jesus established Capernaum as the headquarters for his Galilean ministry (Mt 4:13; Lk 4:31). Mark’s Gospel mentions a house belonging to Simon and Andrew (Mk 1:29). Based on the archaeological remains of first-century houses excavated just to the south of the synagogue at Capernaum, this house has probably been located. “Peter’s house” is part of a larger complex of rooms or houses. That is to say, “several families lived together in a patriarchal fashion, sharing the same courtyard and the same exit.”32 According to Mark 1:29, after leaving the synagogue in Capernaum, Jesus, James and John “entered the house of Simon and Andrew.” The Zebedee and John/Jonah families probably occupied rooms (“houses”) surrounding the same central courtyard.33 Peter and Andrew, born and raised in Bethsaida, lived in Capernaum during Jesus’ ministry, the town in which Zebedee and his sons plied their fishing trade. Jesus, not owning a house himself (Mt 8:20; Lk 9:58), was Simon and Andrew’s guest during the Galilean ministry (Mk 1:36).34 The degree of closeness and familiarity experienced by Jesus and his Galilean apostles is probably something that escapes most readers of the Gospels, especially North American readers who prize their privacy and space. It is also worth noting that, despite the extraordinary miracles Jesus performed at both Bethsaida and Capernaum, he denounces Chorazin, Bethsaida and Capernaum for their failure to repent (Mt 11:20-24; Lk 10:13-15).

First-century fishing techniques and the Gospels. The technique of fishing on the lake involved the seine net and the drag or trammel net. Both were made of linen. The former could be operated by one person standing along the shore or from a boat. The net was cast by hand and had weights attached, causing it to sink and entrap feeding fish (Mt 4:18). The drag or trammel net, by contrast, required a boat and several people to operate effectively. After the boat moved offshore into deep water, a large net with floats on the top edge and weights on the bottom was let out and allowed to sink forming a nearly vertical wall from the surface to the lake bottom. The boat was then rowed, parallel to the shore, with the net trailing behind and forming a long wall. The boat was then brought in to shore, and tow lines attached at both ends of the net were used to drag the net ashore with its catch. Depending on the size of the net, this would require several people on both towlines. A variation on this arranged the trammel net in a large barrel formation out in the deep water to encircle any feeding fish. A floating net would then be arranged around the outer edge of the barrel on the surface in order to capture fish that tried to jump over the top of the barrel net. This is known as the verranda method. In addition, one could sail into the middle of the barrel and employ a cast net. In this case, one must dive into the water and remove the fish from the mesh by hand. The description of a miraculous draft of fish in Luke 5:1-11 sounds like the verranda and cast net techniques. The final step was labor intensive, requiring hand sorting to eliminate undesirable and inedible fish (Mt 13:47-50). There was a ready market for fish in the towns and villages of Galilee (Jn 6:9) in addition to the regions of Perea and Judea to the south.35

Angling, fishing by means of a line and hook, was not unknown and is mentioned once in the Gospel of Matthew. This is the episode involving the temple tax (Mt 17:24-27). At Jesus’ request, Peter cast a hook into the lake and the first fish he caught had a coin in its mouth, a stater worth two didrachmas, thus providing the required payment for both Jesus and Peter. I will discuss the significance of this event later.

The foregoing affords a small opening through which we can peer into Peter’s background. There are still many unanswered (and unanswerable) questions, but it at least provides some understanding of what it means to be a Galilean fisherman in the first century A.D.

For the most part, our portrait of Peter is dependent on episodes in the Gospels in which he is either mentioned or plays a leading role. Admittedly, reconstructing the life an individual on the basis of materials whose primary purpose is otherwise requires generous amounts of inference and not a little conjecture. In the nature of the case, it can hardly be otherwise. Still, in my opinion, the Gospels permit a reasonably reliable reconstruction and the attempt is well worth the effort.36 In the next chapter, I will examine more closely the text of the Gospels for more clues about this man.





Questions For Discussion


	1.What value is there in trying to reconstruct the background of a leading figure in the early church?


	2.What specifically does an examination of Peter’s life as a Galilean fisherman contribute to understanding his later role as a respected leader in the Jesus movement?


	3.Why did Jesus select a majority of his apostles from Galilee? Why didn’t he select apostles from the religious center of Judaism in Jerusalem?


	4.Why does Jesus give Simon a nickname? What relationship does this act have to the larger history of ancient Israel?


	5.How does the conjecture about possible kinship ties with some of his apostles alter your understanding of Jesus’ ministry and later early church history?
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PETER IN THE GOSPELS

◊

PART ONE
Call to Confession


ALL FOUR GOSPELS INDICATE that Simon was among the first four individuals to become a disciple of Jesus (Jn 1:35-42; Mk 1:16-20; Mt 4:18-22; Lk 4:38).1 His early acceptance of Jesus as Messiah was probably a factor in accounting for his preeminence among the Twelve.


Early Convert

Simon’s summons to discipleship. Jesus personally summoned Simon to be a disciple. His call occurs along the shore of the Sea of Galilee as he and his brother Andrew were casting their nets into the lake (Mk 1:16). Jesus calls them to “fish for people” (Mk 1:17). Shortly thereafter, Jesus calls another set of brothers, James and John, the sons of Zebedee, who were mending their nets (Mk 1:16-17). They not only leave their nets; they also leave their father and the hired hands in the boat (Mk 1:20; Mt 4:18-22). Luke’s account of this call to discipleship is more fully developed and includes a miraculous catch of fish (Lk 5:1-11). This episode depicts a dramatic change in Peter’s understanding of who Jesus is, moving from respect (“Master”) to reverence and awe (“Lord”).2 Simon first appears as an accommodating host who does Jesus a favor. Presumably, Simon listens to Jesus’ teaching, along with the large crowd on the shoreline.3 He then goes the extra mile and consents to Jesus’ request to let down his nets again, even though he had labored all night with no results. The miraculous haul is presented with vivid detail (“filled both boats, so that they began to sink”). Luke’s account thus provides a compelling reason for the four disciples’ abrupt decision to walk away from their fishing business: Jesus confronts them with a display of divine power and authority. Simon’s reaction, “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!” (Lk 5:8) echoes that of the prophets Moses (Ex 3:5-6), Isaiah (Is 6:5) and Ezekiel (Ezek 1:28), each of whom experienced a theophany (manifestation of God in a visible form) in connection with their prophetic calls.4

John’s Gospel further illuminates the disciples’ abrupt commitment. There we learn that the Galilean summons to discipleship was not their first encounter with Jesus. Prior to this Simon was introduced to Jesus in the Jordan Valley in connection with John the Baptist’s revival movement—a call for national repentance in preparation for the coming of Messiah. In fact, Jesus’ first two converts appear to have been Andrew, Simon’s brother, and an unnamed disciple, both of whom were disciples of John the Baptist. This unnamed disciple is commonly identified as “the one whom Jesus loved” (Jn 13:23; 19:25-27; 20:1-10; 21:1-14, 20-24), John the son of Zebedee.

After spending some time with Jesus, Andrew fetches his brother Simon and excitedly announces: “We have found the Messiah” (Jn 1:41). This episode implies that all three have previously responded to the Baptist’s preaching (Jn 1:6-9). After emphatically denying his own messianic status (Jn 1:19-27), the Baptist explicitly identifies Jesus as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world” (Jn 1:29) and “the Son of God” (Jn 1:34) in the presence of Andrew and an unnamed disciple. Though they hardly grasp the full import of these titles, they believe Jesus to be the promised Messiah.5

Brimming with messianic fervor, Andrew brings Simon to Jesus. Looking at Simon, Jesus says, “ ‘You are Simon son of John. You are to be called Cephas’ (which is translated Peter)” (Jn 1:42). This utterance, like a prophetic oracle, implies preternatural knowledge on the part of Jesus and should probably be interpreted in the same light as the ensuing interview with Nathanael (Jn 1:47-51). In his first meeting with Jesus, Peter’s status and role in the Jesus movement are already foreshadowed. In short, Rocky is destined to be a leader among the apostles.6 The ensuing call along the Sea of Galilee to be Jesus’ disciple launches a career Simon could never have imagined.

Observer of Jesus’ first miracle at Cana. In the Gospel of John, Jesus next appears at a wedding in Cana of Galilee. In addition to Jesus and his family, his disciples are invited to the celebration (Jn 2:1-2). Kinship, friendship and business ties probably account for their being included.7 In fact, Mary’s sister may have been Salome, Zebedee’s wife (see Mt 27:56; Mk 15:40; 16:1; Jn 19:25).8 If this is the case, we arrive at the surprising conclusion that James and John, sons of Zebedee, were Jesus’ first cousins.9 Whether this is so or not, Jesus’ first recorded miracle, changing water to wine, strengthens the disciples’ conviction: he is indeed the Messiah (Jn 2:11).

Jesus as Simon’s house guest. In John’s Gospel, after the miracle at Cana, Jesus goes down to the village of Capernaum with his mother, his brothers and his disciples (Jn 2:12). According to Mark’s Gospel, Jesus stays at Simon’s house (Mk 1:21, 29; 2:1), a circumstance that makes sense if Salome, Zebedee’s wife and Peter’s mother-in-law, was also Mary’s sister (Mt 27:56; Mk 15:40; Jn 19:25). Later, Mark informs us that Jesus’ family, alarmed at his increasing notoriety and the shrill accusations leveled by the Jerusalem scribes, attempted to restrain him from continuing his ministry (Mk 3:21-22, 31-35). John’s Gospel informs us that during his ministry even Jesus’ brothers did not believe in him (Jn 7:5).10

During Jesus’ residence in Simon’s house, he heals Simon’s mother-in-law of a fever—on a sabbath, no less (Mk 1:30). Remarkably, she immediately resumes her duties as hostess.11 This healing, the first of five such healings of women recorded in Mark, further reinforces Simon’s faith in Jesus as the promised Messiah. Very likely, many Jews already viewed a ministry of healing as a messianic signature. The discovery among the Qumran fragments of a messianic text called “Redemption and Resurrection” (4Q521) underscores this. This extra- ordinary text describes God’s Messiah as one who liberates prisoners, gives sight to the blind, raises up those who are bowed down, heals the critically wounded, revives the dead, preaches good news to the afflicted and enriches the hungry (see Lk 7:18-23).12 That evening, after sabbath, Jesus performs many other healings and exorcisms (Mk 1:32-34), boosting his already skyrocketing fame in Galilee (Mk 1:28, 37). Simon, like the crowds, can only wonder and exclaim: “We have never seen anything like this!” (Mk 2:12).

Significantly, it is Simon who heads up a search team to find Jesus when he momentarily withdraws from the hubbub for a time of quiet prayer and meditation in the early morning hours. Simon’s exclamation, “Everyone is searching for you” (Mk 1:37), may suggest a certain impatience to get on with the messianic mission and perhaps already betrays a major misunderstanding about Jesus’ mission as the promised Messiah of Israel.13 This becomes evident later when Jesus rebukes Peter at Caesarea Philippi (Mk 8:32-33).




Leader and Spokesman in the Jesus Movement

Simon assumes the role as spokesman for the twelve apostles. He, along with James and John, constitute an inner circle of three within the larger group of twelve. But he is clearly the recognized leader even within this select group.

Apostolic appointment. Jesus’ appointment of twelve apostles is a key moment freighted with symbolic meaning (Mk 3:13-19; Mt 10:1-4; Lk 6:12-16). There is wide agreement that the number twelve deliberately symbolizes a reconstitution of the ancient twelve tribes of Israel, a new Israel. Jesus views his movement as a new covenant community fulfilling the ancient prophecies of Jeremiah and Ezekiel (Jer 31:31-34; Ezek 34:25-31; 36:24-28; cf. Lk 22:20; 1 Cor 11:25).14 His followers constitute the remnant of the true Israel (Is 10:20-23; Amos 9:9; Mic 5:3).

The triple tradition (material common to the Synoptic Gospels), supplemented by Acts (Mt 10:2-4; Mk 3:13-19; Lk 6:13-16; Acts 1:13), supplies a list of the apostles, and in all three, Simon is listed first; Matthew’s Gospel explicitly designates Simon as “first” (prōtos). There can be little doubt that he is the recognized spokesman and acknowledged leader of the Twelve, as the Gospel narratives in which he is mentioned make clear (e.g., Mt 14:28; 15:15; 18:21; 26:35, 40; Mk 8:29; 9:5; 10:28; Jn 6:68).15 The Master saw leadership potential in Rocky. To this group of twelve Jesus grants extraordinary power and authority, sending them out as missionaries, preaching the good news of the kingdom and performing healings and exorcisms (Mk 6:7-13).

Member of the inner circle. Mark’s Gospel narrates three episodes in which only Peter, James and John are allowed to be present: the healing of Jairus’s daughter (Mk 5:37), the transfiguration (Mk 9:2-13) and Jesus’ agony in the Garden of Gethsemane (Mk 14:32-42).16 Not without interest, in ancient Israel, King David’s army also had three great warriors called “the Three” (2 Sam 23:8). In addition to the above episodes, when Jesus delivers his eschatological discourse on the Mount of Olives, Mark mentions only the three, plus Andrew (Mk 13:3-4). Andrew’s presence is probably more a factor of his being Peter’s brother and frequent companion than being part of an inner four. Apparently, Jesus deliberately groomed this inner group of three as leaders within the apostolate. This is confirmed by Paul’s letter to the Galatians in which he describes James, Cephas and John as “acknowledged pillars” in the Jerusalem church (Gal 2:9). The James mentioned by Paul, however, is not James the son of Zebedee and brother of John, but Jesus’ half-brother (Mk 6:3). James of Zebedee is listed third in the apostolic roster in Acts 1:13 but does not figure in any of the stories of the early Jerusalem church until mention of his martyrdom in Acts 12:2.

This special treatment may at first appear in tension with some of Jesus’ teachings on discipleship. For example, he stresses that those who want to be first (prōtos) must be servant of all (Mt 20:27). Perhaps, however, the incongruity is more perceived than real. All Jewish and Gentile communities of which we are aware in the first century relied on strong leaders. The difference between these and the Palestinian Jesus movement lay in the manner in which leaders exercised authority. The ethos in the Qumran community, with its decidedly top-down structure, rigid conformity and penal code, contrasts markedly with the Jesus movement.17 Though not as strict and rigid, the Pharisees were highly authoritarian in terms of leadership. As we will see, differences in leadership style between the early Christians and other religious communities become apparent in Peter’s first epistle (1 Pet 5:1-11).

Peter walks on water. Matthew narrates a unique and extraordinary episode involving Peter.18 Following Mark, Matthew tells us that after the miraculous feeding of the five thousand (Mt 14:13-21), Jesus commands his disciples to get into the boat and cross over to the other (western) side of the lake. He dismisses the crowds and spends time alone in prayer on the hills overlooking the lake. The disciples, however, have great difficulty because they are trying to cross into a strong headwind. In the early morning hours, Jesus comes “walking toward them on the sea.” Terrified, they cry out, “It is a ghost!” (Mt 14:26). Jesus replies, “Take heart, it is I; do not be afraid” (Mt 14:27).

At this point, Matthew inserts material unique to his Gospel (Mt 14:28-31). Peter requests Jesus’ permission, which is granted, to join him on the water. Remarkably, we read, “So Peter got out of the boat, started walking on the water, and came toward Jesus” (Mt 14:29). As he does so, however, he becomes frightened by the powerful wind and begins to sink. In desperation, he cries out, “Lord, save me!” Jesus grasps him by the hand and issues the climactic saying to which the episode builds: “You [sing.] of little faith, why did you [sing.] doubt?” (Mt 14:31). When they get into the boat, the wind immediately ceases. Adding an emphatic point to an already astonishing episode, the disciples worship Jesus saying, “Truly you are the Son of God” (Mt 14:33).

One can scarcely miss the pastoral intention of this episode. Peter functions as a typical disciple, the boat being the community of believers and the wind and waves depicting trials and tribulations assailing the church. The source of these assaults is probably satanic given the widespread imagery of the abyss as the domain of demonic forces (see Rev 13:1). When Peter leaves the safety of the church, turns his attention away from Jesus and focuses on the imminent danger, he begins to sink. Only as he cries out to Jesus is he saved from impending destruction. The application is clear: believers must keep focused on the Savior, who delivers them from peril.19

But how are we to understand Matthew’s portrayal of Peter in this episode? Is this a negative depiction? Does he serve as a warning to disciples who lack faith? Does it portray Peter as an impulsive and vacillating man? Was he motivated merely by a desire for the sensational? Or is the portrayal rather more positive, showing genuine love and commitment, albeit exercised by a person who, in common with all disciples, experiences moments of weakness and failure?20 I think the latter is more likely.21 After all, Peter alone among the disciples requests Jesus to bid him walk on the water. Apparently, he initially succeeded.22 Though addressed as “you of little faith,” does he not at least have a little faith? No one else volunteers! Not to be overlooked is the fact that Jesus did indeed deliver Rocky. Believers may take comfort (especially in light of Peter’s confession that soon follows), knowing that the church, built on Peter the Rock, will triumph over the “gates of Hades,” a metaphorical expression for death (Mt 16:18).23 Perhaps this episode came to mind when Peter later reminded believers that their inheritance is “kept in heaven for you, who are being protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time” (1 Pet 1:4-5, italics added).




Peter’s Confession

Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi serves as the hinge of Mark’s Gospel (as well as in Matthew and Luke). In Matthew, however, it also becomes the occasion for an explicit recognition by the Master that Peter will lead the nascent church in the unspecified future (Mt 16:18-19). The importance of Peter’s confession is underscored by its appearance in the triple tradition (Mk 9:27-30; Mt 16:13-20; Lk 9:18-21) with echoes in John’s Gospel (Jn 1:40-42; 6:67-69).

At the midpoint of Jesus’ ministry, amid rampant messianic speculation and increasing opposition, he withdraws from Galilee and spends time with his disciples in Herod Philip’s territory near Caesarea Philippi, some twenty-five miles to the north of Capernaum (Mk 8:27; Mt 16:13). Jesus then takes his disciples aside and asks them, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” (Mt 16:13). After receiving various responses, including John the Baptist, Elijah, Jeremiah, or one of the prophets, Jesus then asks them the all-important question: “But who do you say that I am?” (Mk 8:29; Mt 16:15; Lk 9:20). All three Synoptic Gospels (cf. Jn 6:68-69) indicate that Peter speaks for the Twelve. His response strikes a keynote of each Evangelist: “You are the Christ” (Mk 1:1; Mt 1:1; Lk 3:21-38; Jn 20:31).

“Christ” is here a title best rendered as “Messiah.”24 The term gathers up a long tradition concerning an expected Davidic descendant who restores the dynasty to its former glory and ushers in an unprecedented era of peace, righteousness and prosperity (2 Sam 7:14-17; Is 11; Jer 23:5-8; Ezek 34:23-31). In the ears of the first listeners, this term evoked nationalistic and political aspirations.25 But is that all Peter intended? Mark’s Gospel begins with a double affirmation: “The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mk 1:1).26 Viewed in light of his Gospel as a whole, the title “Son of God” transcends Jewish, messianic nationalism—it points to Jesus’ divine nature. By not affirming the second title, are we to infer that Peter has not yet fully grasped this? So it would seem. It is not until an unnamed centurion makes the climactic confession at the foot of the cross (“Truly this man was God’s Son,” Mk 15:39) that we come full circle and reaffirm the opening confession of the Gospel (Mk 1:1).

The problem is that matters are somewhat different in Matthew’s Gospel. He expands Peter’s confession, adding the words, “the Son of the living God” (Mt 16:16). Luke’s version has “the Messiah of God” (Lk 9:20), but this appears to be functionally equivalent to “Messiah.” Should we then conclude that Matthew’s “Son of the living God” is likewise synonymous with “Messiah”? This seems clearly to be the understanding of the high priest who later questions Jesus: “I put you under oath before the living God, tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God” (Mt 26:63; cf. Mk 14:61; Lk 22:69). In the OT, even the Hebrew king could be styled as God’s son (2 Sam 7:14; Ps 2:7; 89:26-27). Perhaps, then, Peter’s confession in Matthew advances the thought no further than in Mark and Luke.

But there is good reason to suppose that it does. Usage of the title “Son of God” demonstrates that it is “one of the most exalted New Testament titles for Jesus, and at times it seems to have been yoked to ‘Messiah’ in order to correct any inadequacy in the understanding of messiahship and to introduce a divine element.”27 That this is the case in Matthew 16:16 seems evident by the fact that Jesus addresses him by his full name, “Simon Peter,” praises him for his insight and attributes it to nothing less than a divine disclosure by the Father himself (Mt 16:16-17). To this should be added the manner in which Matthew treats the notion of Jesus as God’s unique Son in his Gospel as a whole (Mt 1:20-23; 3:17; 4:1-11; 17:5).

Even though the Markan and Lukan narratives of Peter’s confession at Caesarea do not include the title “Son of God,” earlier episodes in both Gospels reveal that the apostles already recognize in Jesus certain attributes that God alone possesses (Mk 1:27; 2:7; 3:11; cf. Lk 4:41; Mk 4:41; cf. Lk 8:25). In short, they intuitively know that Jesus is in some sense divine. Matthew makes explicit what is implicit in Mark and Luke. But it is also important to note that Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Son of God is at an elementary stage; he and the apostles still have a long way to go in their comprehension of this exalted person.28 Only in the aftermath of the resurrection and the gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost does a full-fledged high Christology suddenly emerge.29 Thus when we turn to Peter’s epistles, written about thirty years after Peter’s confession, evidence of a greatly enlarged understanding of Jesus’ divine Sonship now appears (e.g., 1 Pet 1:3, 19-21; 2:22; 3:18-19; 2 Pet 1:1, 11, 17; 2:1, 10; 3:18).

This brings us to some of the most bitterly disputed words in the NT. What precisely does it mean when Jesus says to Peter, “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven” (Mt 16:18-19)?

The first question is this: Is Peter himself the rock, or is the rock the confession he makes? In the past, ecclesiastical affiliation virtually dictated one’s response. Roman Catholics affirmed the former and Protestants the latter. This oversimplifies the situation, and today one finds a wider range of nuances. Still, these two options remain the primary contenders.

A face-value reading of the text equates Peter with the rock on which the church is to be built. Supporting this is the assumption of a pre-Matthean, Aramaic tradition lying beneath the Greek text of Matthew.30 In Greek the play on words between “Peter” (petros, masc.) and “rock” (petra, fem.) requires a shift in gender. Such is not the case in Aramaic—it is the same word with the same gender in both instances (Kephā) and kephā)). Furthermore, one detects in the larger context of the passage a deliberate parallelism that further strengthens a face-value reading:


“You are the Messiah” (Mt 16:16)

“you are Peter” (Mt 16:18)

“you are a stumbling block” (Mt 16:23)



In each case, an individual, whether Jesus or Peter, is the subject of a predication. Though possible, the interpretation that the rock is Peter’s confession seems forced. Rather, Jesus designates Peter as the one who will exercise authority within the movement. The book of Acts amply documents Peter’s leadership role in the early formative years of what later became Christianity.31

Such an interpretation is a far cry from the fully developed Roman Catholic teaching on the origin of the papacy. One is not logically or historically compelled to acknowledge the latter by affirming Peter (and the apostles) as the foundation of the church (Eph 2:20). Since my concern is with the NT itself and not its later interpretation in church history, I will not pursue it further.32

The second question concerns the meaning and nature of the authority bestowed on Peter. What does it mean for Peter to have the “keys of the kingdom of heaven” and thereby to “bind” and “loose” (Mt 16:19)? The idiom of “binding and loosing” appears in rabbinic Judaism. In the Mishnah (second-century A.D. codification of oral, rabbinic interpretation of biblical laws), for example, the expression refers to decisions rendered by rabbis, during the Tannaitic period (first two centuries A.D.), concerning actions or activities that were either prohibited (bound) or permitted (loosed). In context, these decisions were part of what is called halakah, that is, rules for the conduct of life. One also finds instances of this terminology in cases where individuals are banned from the synagogue or the ban is repealed.33 The Qumran community likewise employed similar terminology and procedures for determining admittance to membership and disciplining errant members (1QH 5:36; 1QM 5:3; 1Q 22:3, 11; CD 13:10).

Peter’s keys, then, likely refer to his authoritative role within the new covenant community. The idiom of binding and loosing with respect to judicial decisions regarding errant members also occurs in Matthew 18:18. Peter thus takes the lead in two broad areas: he announces the terms of admittance into the new covenant community and establishes the limits of acceptable behavior within that fellowship. Both kinds of authority were in fact exercised by Peter, as illustrated in the book of Acts (see, e.g., Acts 1:15-26; 2:14-41; 3:17-26; 4:8-12; 5:1-11, 29-32; 8:14-25; 10:34-48; 11:1-18).34 It is also clear that this authority was not restricted to him; the picture that emerges from Acts is a collegial exercise of the “keys” by apostles and prophets (e.g., Stephen and Philip) within the Jesus movement.

Jesus rebukes Peter. Most Bible readers are aware of Simon Peter’s ups and downs. One moment he is the hero; the next he is the goat.35 As seen in this episode (Mt 16:22-23), no sooner has he made a climactic confession of faith, been praised for having received divine revelation and elevated to the role of leader in the church than he is on the receiving end of a stinging rebuke by the Master.

In response to Jesus’ direct prediction of his approaching death at the hands of the religious authorities, Peter takes him aside and rebukes him: “God forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you” (Mt 16:22). Jesus discerns in Peter’s effort another assault by the Dark Lord. Satan did not withdraw and cede the field after his initial failure to deter Jesus from his redemptive mission (Mt 4:1-11); he bided his time, waiting for another occasion, “an opportune time” (Lk 4:13). Peter unwittingly provides that opportune time. I previously commented on the fact that Peter almost certainly harbors nationalistic hopes for the Jesus movement. Although Jesus has spoken openly about his impending death, Peter cannot fathom how that fits into the politics of the messianic kingdom.36

Christians in the United States of America can sympathize with Peter; sometimes, we too fall prey to equating nationalism and political preferences with Jesus’ kingdom. Like Peter, we are guilty of “setting your mind not on divine things but on human things” (Mt 16:23). Jesus’ rebuke of Peter is personal but not unique; that is to say, as the leader and spokesperson for the Twelve, he is rightly chastised. But make no mistake about it, he is not alone in his sentiments; the others also cherish the same confused view as Peter, and his rebuke is theirs as well. Peter will finally get it right. His letters reflect his mature views. In his first letter, he now clearly grasps the necessity of Jesus’ sufferings before his glory: “the Spirit of Christ within them [the prophets] indicated when it testified in advance to the sufferings destined for Christ and the subsequent glory” (1 Pet 1:11). Not even a whiff of Jewish, nationalistic messianism may be detected in Peter’s epistles.

Peter’s confession, linked with Jesus’ announcement of his impending death, his rebuke of Peter and the requirements for discipleship stand at the midpoint of Jesus’ ministry in the Synoptic Gospels (Mt 16:13-27; Mk 8:27-38; Lk 9:18-27).37 The die is now cast, and Jesus “set[s] his face to go to Jerusalem” (Lk 9:51). Our next chapter retraces Peter’s journey to Jerusalem and the climactic events of Passion Week.




Questions For Discussion


	1.Compare Peter’s summons to be a disciple with accounts of prophetic calls in the OT. What similarities and differences do you detect?


	2.How does combining all four Gospel accounts of Peter’s summons throw light on this important episode? What changes when each Gospel is read without reference to the others?


	3.Why do you think Jesus selected Peter as the future leader of the Jesus movement?


	4.Do you agree with the view that Jesus’ choice of twelve apostles is significant and symbolizes a new Israel? If not, what is your explanation?


	5.Why do you think Jesus provided Peter, James and John unique experiences and information not granted the other apostles? Is this a sound method in training leaders?


	6.Do you agree that in the episode of walking on water (Mt 14:28-33), Matthew portrays Peter as a paradigm for all believers?


	7.Why is Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi a turning point in the Synoptic Gospels?


	8.What is your interpretation of Jesus’ declaration: “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it” (Mt 16:18)?


	9.Do you agree with my claim that Christians sometimes confuse the kingdom of God with their own political views? Can we gain insight from church history in this regard?
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PETER IN THE GOSPELS

◊

PART TWO
Transfiguration to Resurrection


THE TRANSFIGURATION PREPARES for the climactic moment of Jesus’ ministry. Descending from the mount, he sets his face for a final visit to Jerusalem and the inevitable confrontation with the religious leaders (Mk 9:30-32; Mt 17:22-23; Lk 9:51). Peter will be swept up and nearly overwhelmed by the ensuing events. Remarkably, he emerges from his time of “sifting” (Lk 22:31) as the recognized leader of a movement now proclaiming an astonishing message, truly good news, centering on the saving deeds of Jesus of Nazareth (Acts 2:22-36).


Witness to the Transfiguration

All three Synoptic Gospels record Jesus’ transfiguration (Mk 9:2-8; Mt 17:1-8; Lk 9:28-36). For a moment, the inner three, Peter, James and John, glimpse Jesus’ divine nature. Some scholars reckon this as a postresurrection appearance story read back into Jesus’ ministry.1 In my view, we are dealing with a historical event that took place as narrated on the slopes or summit of Mount Hermon.2 The impact of this unveiling of Jesus’ divinity was overwhelming. Mark says, “they were terrified” (Mk 9:6); Matthew expands this and says “they fell to the ground and were overcome by fear” (Mt 17:6).

Once again, Peter is the spokesman. In response to this divine manifestation (cf. Ex 24; Dan 7:9-14) and the sudden appearance of Moses and Elijah (Lk 9:31), Peter blurts out a suggestion: “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah” (Mk 9:5). Mark, followed by Luke, indicates that Peter was so frightened he did not know what to say (Mk 9:6; Lk 9:33). Peter’s reference to dwellings recalls the Feast of Tabernacles (Heb sukkôt) in which observant Jews build temporary huts and live in them for a week in order to commemorate the wilderness wanderings and God’s faithful provision both then and now (Lev 23:23-25, 39-43; Deut 16:13-15). Perhaps the transfiguration occurred just prior to the festival, suggesting to Peter an appropriate response.3 Perhaps Peter wanted to prolong this intense, highly privileged, spiritual experience. Whatever his intention, Jesus does not criticize or correct him. Matthew, in line with his pastoral concerns, fittingly adds that Jesus touched the three apostles and said, “Get up and do not be afraid” (Mt 17:7).

The experience left an indelible impression. In his second epistle, Peter recalls this moment “on the holy mountain” (2 Pet 1:18) in which Jesus revealed his divine nature. The transfiguration anticipates the ultimate vindication and glorious coming of the Lord Jesus Christ at the end of the age (2 Pet 1:16-21) and so powerfully validates Peter’s prior confession: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God” (Mt 16:16). No wonder the apostle insists “the prophetic message [is] . . . fully confirmed” (2 Pet 1:19).




Peter and the Temple Tax 

Matthew alone inserts a curious episode concerning the temple tax (Mt 17:24-27).4 This tax, though voluntary, was expected of all Jewish males above twenty years of age, whether living in Palestine or the Diaspora, and was levied in the Jewish month of Adar, corresponding to March in our calendar (Neh 10:32-33; J.W. 6.281; m. Šeqal. 1:3-4). Matthew thus narrates an episode occurring about a month before the Passover (cf. Mt 17:22). The temple tax was intended to maintain the ritual and sacrificial needs of the Jerusalem temple. Collectors of the half-shekel tax (equivalent of a day’s wage and levied on an annual basis) inquire of Peter whether his teacher pays the tax, a detail assuming Peter’s role as a leader within the group.5 Peter affirms that he does and goes inside the house to inform Jesus about the levy. Jesus asks Simon, “From whom do kings of the earth take toll and tribute? From their children or from others?” Peter’s answer, based on his experience in the Galilean fishing industry, is straightforward: “From others.”

Jesus’ response is carefully nuanced. On the one hand, he implies that Peter and the rest of the disciples, because they are members of the kingdom of heaven (“children”), are not obligated to pay the temple tax. As becomes clear in the Gospel accounts, especially John’s Gospel, the Jesus movement transcends the ancient traditions and institutions of Judaism, including that magnificent edifice that embodies and symbolizes the central affirmations of the ancestral faith. Jesus’ answer thus constitutes an indirect indictment of the current religious authorities in Jerusalem, inasmuch as they fail to acknowledge his message about the kingdom. On the other hand, Jesus decides that his Jewish followers should, for now, pay the tax and avoid unnecessary conflict with the powers that be. The principle of avoiding unnecessary resistance to the gospel message becomes a primary missionary strategy among the early Christians. The apostle Paul, in particular, insists on this point in several of his letters (1 Cor 9), and Peter clearly echoes it in his first epistle as well (1 Pet 2:13-17; 3:16-17).
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