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"Quo Vadis?" 

Matthew 16:21-26 

September 5, 1999 
Our Redeemer Lutheran Church 

Emmett, Idaho 
Pastor Michael L. McCoy 

Dear friends in Christ, 

One of Polish author Henryk Sienkiewicz' novels depicts the persecution of the early church as the 

Roman Caesar inflicted a reign of terror and horrible torture upon those who confessed and followed 

Christ. The 1896 novel includes a scene where the Apostle Peter is leaving Rome because he would 

be martyred by Nero if he remained. On his way out of the city with his young companion Nazarius, 

Peter meets Jesus Who is journeying into the city of Rome. Sienkewicz continues his fictional 

account. 

Suddenly he [Peter] threw himself on his knees, his arms lifted upward and stretched 

to the light, and his lips cried out: "Christ! O Christ!" His head beat against the dust 

as if he were kissing the feet of someone only he could see. 

Then there was silence. 

"Quo vadis, Domine? " his voice asked at last, punctured by his sobbing. "Where are 

you going, Lord?" 

Nazarius heard no answer. But a voice of ineffable sweetness and abundant sorrow 

rang in Peter's ears. "When you abandon my people," he heard, "I must go to Rome to 

be crucified once more." 

The apostle lay still and silent with his face pressed into the dust. Nazarius thought he 

had either died or fainted, but he rose at last, picked up his pilgrim's staff, and turned 

again toward the seven hills. 

"Quo vadis, domine? " the boy asked like an echo of the apostle's cry. 

"To Rome," Peter murmured. 

Now that's a fictional account by a human author and certainly there are some things in it which we 

would dispute. But the question that is the title of the classic novel provides a focal point for us 

today and reminds us of the real, historic account of the events that took place on the day when Peter 

stood between Jesus and Jerusalem. Please listen to the Gospel Reading once again as you consider 

the question, ... 
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... "Quo Vadis?" 

From that time Jesus began to show His disciples that He must go to Jerusalem and suffer many 

things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised. 

And Peter took Him and began to rebuke Him, saying, "God forbid, Lord! This shall never happen to 

You." But He turned and said to Peter, "Get behind Me, Satan! You are a hindrance to Me; for you 

are not on the side of God, but of men." Then Jesus told His disciples, "If any man would come after 

Me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me. For whoever would save his life will 

lose it, and whoever loses his life for My sake will find it. For what will it profit a man, if he gains 

the whole world and forfeits his life? Or what shall a man give in return for his life? 

Thus far the Word of the Lord our God. 

It seems likely that Peter, along with the other disciples, had heard and had probably memorized the 

truth that is declared twice by the son of David -- There is a way that seems right to a man, but its 

end is the way of death (Proverbs 14:12 & 16:25). However, learning by hearing and learning by 

experiencing are often very different, with the latter lessons often the longer-lasting and more soul-

searing. 

Jesus had led His disciples into the region of Caesarea Philipi and had catechized them concerning 

Who He was ... that this Jesus Who stood before them and taught them was the Christ of God, 

promised from the very Garden of Eden and written of in the prophets. When that confession was 

made, the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven were given. Then it is that we pick up with the Gospel 

Reading. 

From that time Jesus began to show His disciples that He must go to Jerusalem and suffer many 

things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised.  

Peter, if not also actually physically, certainly by word and determination put himself between Jesus 

and the suffering death awaiting the Incarnate Son of God in Jerusalem. Peter did not say, Quo vadis, 

Domine? "Where are you going, Lord?" but rather "God forbid, Lord! This shall never happen to 

You." In other words, "This journey to Jerusalem will not take place if I have anything to say about 

it. May God forbid that this suffering ever take place, this death of which You speak. If needs be, 

Jesus, I will save You from following this path to Jerusalem where Your enemies wait to kill You. 

God forbid, Lord! This shall never happen to You!" 

Jesus turned and said to Peter, "Get behind Me, Satan! You are a hindrance to Me; for you are not 

on the side of God, but of men."  

Behold Jesus, dear people of God. He travels the road to Golgotha and unless He is enthroned on the 

leafless tree and unless He is offered on that altar as the Sacrifice of the ages, then all sins remain on 

the heads of all sinners. A man named Peter tries to stand in Jesus' way. 

Behold Jesus, dear people of God. He has given the Keys of the Kingdom of Heaven to His Church. 

But unless the Word of forgiveness is proclaimed by the pastor in the Absolution, and unless the 

parishioner is present in the Divine Service to hear the Word and believe it, then the blood of that 

parishioner is required either of the pastor if there is no absolving Word spoken by him, or of the 
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parishioner if he or she neglects the Word of forgiveness. Indeed, is there someone standing in the 

way of this Jesus? 

Look at Jesus, blessed people of the Lord. He heads the way of the cross and unless He is immersed 

in that bloody Baptism and unless He is entombed in the silent grave of death, then all are 

condemned to Hades and the eternal Lake of Fire. A man named Peter tries to stand in Jesus' way. 

Look at Jesus, blessed people of the Lord. He stands in the water and sanctifies the wave bestowing 

the jewel of Baptism to His Bride, the Church. But unless the children of the Bride are born from 

above by water and the Spirit in Baptism, then they are not taken to the cross - not crucified with 

Christ - not buried with Him into His death - not permitted the regeneration and renewal of the Holy 

Spirit - not given the gracious washing of water with the Word. Indeed, is there someone keeping the 

babies, or the youth, or even some adults from such an inheritance? Is there someone standing in the 

way of Jesus? 

Cast your eyes on Jesus, you who walk with Christ. He journeys to be the Passover Lamb of God 

Who takes away the sins of the world. But unless He visits the upper room and the silent tomb, then 

He will not be truly present in His Supper and He will not rise from the dead, and if there is no 

Resurrection of the dead then you are still in your sins, and we are, of all men, to be pitied the most. 

And a man named Peter tries to stand in Jesus' way. 

Cast your eyes on Jesus, you who walk with Christ. He is present with His people; especially and 

particularly in His Holy Supper which, in addition to the bread and the wine, is the Body born of 

Mary and the Blood shed on the cross, given and shed for you for the forgiveness of sins. In this 

Sacrament of the Altar, Immanuel is Himself the Giver and Himself the Gift. Is there anyone 

standing in the way of oneself here? Is it a failure to see the need, or to examine oneself, or to 

discern what the Eucharist is, or the bearing of a grudge, or a failure to be reconciled, or a refusal to 

be of one mind and doctrine, or neglecting the Gift and the Giver? If so, someone is standing in the 

way of Jesus. 

This simply will not do. Jesus turned and said to Peter, "Get behind Me, Satan! You are a hindrance 

to Me; for you are not on the side of God, but of men." You who stand in My way are not with Me. 

You are on the side of men and are serving the diabolical schemes of that ancient serpent. Peter was 

in a position to prevent Jesus from what was necessary for our salvation, and not for ours only but 

for the whole world. Jesus told him to get out of His way. 

There are those today who try to get in the way of the Lord. Now I don't mean to prevent Him from 

going to the cross and rising from the dead. That has already taken place. It is history. It is finished. 

Rather, I mean those who seek to prevent the Lord from being graciously present with His people: 

those who seek to turn the Divine Service from God serving His people with the blessings of Christ's 

Person and Work, into a contemporary service of the Law where people just want to praise God -- 

those who seek to make Baptism a work of man rather than a gracious gift of God -- those who take 

the words of Jesus "This is My Body and this is My Blood" and make them mean, "This is not My 

Body and this is not My Blood." To anyone who would seek to foist false doctrine and subsequent, 

devilish practice upon His Church, the words of Jesus have application, "Get behind Me, Satan! You 

are a hindrance to Me; for you are not on the side of God, but of men." 
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Part of the Good News - part of the Gospel - is this: on that day so long ago, Jesus would not permit 

Peter to prevent Him accomplishing what was necessary for us and for our salvation, namely, that 

He must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and 

be killed, and on the third day be raised. 

Another part of the Good News - part of the Gospel - is this: what Jesus accomplished was the 

atoning sacrifice and complete forgiveness for that one named Peter and for all the others who have 

so often stood in His way and sought to prevent His salvific work being done as well as His gracious 

presence through Word and Sacrament; in other words, for people just like you and that pastor of 

yours. 

Then Jesus told His disciples, "If any man would come after Me, let him deny himself and take up his 

cross and follow Me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for My 

sake will find it. For what will it profit a man, if he gains the whole world and forfeits his life? Or 

what shall a man give in return for his life? 

Quo vadis? Where are you going? At the end of Peter's life, the Word of God (1 Peter 5:13) and the 

Sienkewicz novel have Peter in Rome during the time of great persecution by the wicked, evil, 

satanic Caesar. Indeed, the historian named Eusebius records the following concerning the Apostle 

Peter: 

"When Nero's power was now firmly established he gave himself up to unholy 

practices and took up arms against the God of the universe. ... It is recorded in his 

reign, Paul was beheaded in Rome itself, and that Peter likewise was crucified (2:25). 

.... He (Peter) came to Rome where he was crucified, head downwards at his own 

request (3:1)." 

Dear Christian, the question for your consideration today is this: Quo vadis?  Amen. 


