
Sunday 23rd August 2020 

Trinity 11 – Proper 21 

Isaiah 51: 1 – 6; Matthew 16: 13 – 20  

Learning from history. 

 

I’m sure that I have previously mentioned my fascination with history and 

spoken of my family history research, it’s a subject in which I dabble from 

time to time. One of the justifications that historians make for the teaching 

of history in schools is that we need to know our past so that we can learn 

from it and not repeat the same mistakes. I must admit that I’m a bit 

sceptical about that particular argument, if we really learnt from the past 

then I don’t think that we would still be dealing with protests against 

racism or still fighting modern day slavery. History is important because it 

teaches us about ourselves, our relationships, and what we have come 

from. We have our cultural history, our family history and our own personal 

history all of which combine to make us the unique individuals that we 

are. 

 

God, of course, knows the importance of knowing and remembering our 

history. It’s why he instructed the rescued Hebrews to have an annual 

celebration of the Passover for example, to remind them of what God 

had done for them. Today’s passage from Isaiah comes from the second 

half of the book where God, through his prophet, is encouraging his 

people and speaking to them of restoration and redemption. He points 

them back to their beginning as his people, to the ‘rock’ that is Abraham, 

one man whose faith and righteousness was the foundation of their nation 

“Listen to me, all who hope for deliverance — all who seek the LORD! 

Consider the rock from which you were cut, the quarry from which 

you were mined. 2 Yes, think about Abraham, your ancestor, and 

Sarah, who gave birth to your nation. Abraham was only one man 

when I called him. But when I blessed him, he became a great 

nation.” (Is 51: v 1 – 2) 

 

The exiles were being encouraged to remember that God can, and does, 

work from very little, that although they were a remnant of the people 

they were still God’s people. That encouragement is for us today too as 

we maybe struggle with the situation we’re in just now. It’s important for us 

to remember that we don’t have to solve the problems, we simply have to 

listen, God will tell us and show us what to do. 

 

That sense of history occurs again in our gospel reading today. Jesus takes 

his disciples quite a long way from their usual areas into the region of 

Caesarea Philippi. He wanted to ask them an important question and he 



wanted them to be able to 

answer without fear of who might 

be listening because being 

thought of as a Messiah, or his 

follower, was to be a rebel at that 

time. This is why at the end of the 

conversation Jesus warns them 

not to speak of it yet – the time 

isn’t right, he still has work to do.  

 

He begins by asking who people 

say that the Son of Man is – this is 

a title that Jesus uses to refer to 

himself. The disciples’ answer 

shows that the people then did 

not think of Jesus as that ‘dear 

and gentle,’ child of our 

Christmas carols (Once in Royal 

David’s City v 5) but as the 

outspoken, rough prophets who 

stood up and spoke out against 

injustice. Men who spoke God’s 

word to the people: 

    

 

 some say John the Baptist, some say Elijah, and others say 

 Jeremiah or one of the other prophets (Mtt 16 v 14) 

 

The Jews do not believe in re-incarnation so I think we can assume that 

they were likening Jesus to those people in much the same way that we 

might refer to a promising young footballer as the next Lionel Messi. Apart 

from the more recent John the Baptist they are all figures from history, 

once again we have the reaching back to learn from and compare with 

the past. 

 

Then comes the crunch question: “But who do you say I am?” (Mtt 16 v 15) 

and, as so often before, it is Simon who answers for them 

 “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” (Mtt 16 v 16) 

 

When we read that answer we immediately think of the Son as the 2nd 

person of the Trinity but that is not what Simon was meaning. There is not 

yet a concept of the Messiah being divine. That phrase ‘son of God’ was 

a scriptural idea used to refer to one who 



stood in a particular relation to God, adopted to be his special 

representative. (Tom Wright. Matthew for Everyone Part 2) 

 

It was not until after the resurrection that the disciples were able to look 

back and realise that Jesus truly was God’s Son. At this point they were 

simply affirming their belief that Jesus was the one Israel was waiting for, 

the promised Messiah. Jesus knows this and accepts their answer for what 

it is but he also tells them that they only know this because God has 

revealed it to them. Then he gives Simon his new name – Peter, or Cephas 

in Aramaic, which takes us back to ‘rock’ or ‘stone’, the meaning of 

Simon’s new name and the idea of building on a solid foundation. The 

idea, also, of building something big from small beginnings. Abram 

became Abraham and from him came a nation. Simon became Peter 

and from him Jesus builds the community of believers to which we belong 

today. 

 

This image of the rock foundation is one that Jesus returns to, he tells the 

story of the wise builder who constructs his house on rock and the foolish 

one who builds on sand (Mtt 7). Jesus also refers to himself as the 

‘cornerstone’ when he quotes from Psalm 118 

Jesus looked at them and said, “Then what does this Scripture 

mean? 

‘The stone that the builders rejected 

 has now become the cornerstone.’ (Lk 20 v 17) 

 

The cornerstone is the first stone to be 

placed, the one by which all the others 

are measured and placed, often it shows 

the date it was placed and then the date 

the building was completed. It is the 

foundation that the rest of the building is 

built around. The meaning for us is obvious, 

that Jesus is to be the foundation around 

which we build our lives, that we look to his teaching to guide us in the 

way we act and re-act. 

 

In some translations the word ‘cornerstone’ is 

given as ‘keystone’ or ‘capstone’. Unlike the 

cornerstone, the keystone is the last stone to be 

placed, it is the ‘key’ that holds everything 

together. This also works of course because 

Jesus is the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and end of everything – 

including our lives. 



As I have been writing this a modern song from Hillsong has been running 

through my head: 
 

My hope is built on nothing less 

Than Jesus' blood and righteousness 

I dare not trust the sweetest frame 

But wholly trust in Jesus' name 

 

Christ alone, Cornerstone 

Weak made strong in the Saviour’s love 

Through the storm 

He is Lord 

Lord of all 

 

When darkness seems to hide His face 

I rest on His unchanging grace 

In every high and stormy gale 

My anchor holds within the veil 
by E Mote, E Liljero, J Myrin, R Morgan. © 2012 Hillsong Music Publishing. 

 

(If you’re on the internet you can hear this song at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a3HH__-1Zbs) 

 

Learning from history is not always about the failures, our history also 

contains successes, the things that give us hope. We can’t change the 

past, we can only shape the present and our hope for the future. If we 

read the Bible we can see from history that God is faithful and trustworthy, 

he is the unchanging rock in which we can dig the foundations for our 

lives; the cornerstone by which we shape and build our lives; and the 

keystone that holds our lives together. 

Helen Evans 
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