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“The Word on the Street”

“You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”

Every year, the people of Ormond Street in Rockville Centre, NY block off the entrances to
their block on the Saturday after Labour Day for their annual block party, a tradition that has
continued for almost forty years.  Families bring tables and chairs into the middle of the
street, and everyone brings a covered dish to share, to the point where a large table in the
middle of the block is overflowing with wonderful food.  Parents and children play games
throughout the day, and when night falls lights are strung across the street so that the party
can continue up to the village’s 11:00 p.m. curfew.  Even though Susan and I did not live on
Ormond Street, we were welcomed as honorary residents every year, and enjoyed the fun
and fellowship that these neighbours continue to share every year.

One of the highlights of the block party is the chalk drawing contest for children, who draw
elaborate creations on the asphalt.  On a street that is busy with cars the rest of the year, on
this day the street becomes the canvas for these budding neighbourhood artists.  Some
children choose to write their names or even brief stories on the street, an act which literally
puts the “word on the street.”  That phrase – “the word on the street” – usually has nothing
to do with children putting chalk to asphalt; it’s an expression about what people are saying
amongst themselves either in public or private, the local gossip or scuttlebutt that is making
the rounds in a community.  People who want to get a sense of what is happening in their
midst will often speak of “the word on the street” that they are hearing, which can be helpful in
gauging the climate of a neighbourhood or community.  Even when what is being shared isn’t
accurate, it’s usually important to have some sense of “the word on the street” that is swirling
around us.

As Jesus travels throughout the Holy Land in his ministry, he is aware that in many places the
“word on the street” is including talk about him and speculation of who this man from
Nazareth may be.  When he and his disciples enter the district of Caesarea Philippi in today’s
Gospel lesson, he turns to his disciples and asks them, “Who do people say that the Son of
Man is?” (Matthew 16:13).  As is often the case, the disciples would have heard more of the
“word on the street” concerning Jesus than our Lord would have, since people usually share
these words when they are away from the person of whom they are speaking.  The “word on
the street” in this particular location would have been most interesting; Caesarea Philippi was
a region @30 kilometers north of the Sea of Galilee, named by Herod the Great after he built
a temple there to Caesar Augustus, the Roman emperor who reigned during the period of
Jesus’ birth (Luke 2:1).  Whatever people were saying on the street of this city about Jesus
was being spoken in the shadow of the Caesar temple, where the Roman destroyers of
Jerusalem in AD 70 would one day celebrate their victory.  Within sight of the pagan shrine to
a Roman emperor who was worshiped as a god, Jesus seeks to understand what the “word
on the street” is concerning the one who identifies himself as the Son of Man, the fulfillment
of the word of the prophets of the God of Israel concerning one who would be sent by their
God:



· “In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming
with the clouds of heaven.  He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his
presence.  He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all people, nations and
men of every language worshiped him.  His dominion is an everlasting dominion that
will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.” – Daniel 7:13-
14, NIV.

In their response, the disciples show that they have been listening closely to the “word on the
street” in Caesarea Philippi concerning Jesus; they report that “some say John the Baptist,
but others Elijah, and still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” (16:14).  The “word on the
street” in this region shows that the populace has a very high opinion of Jesus’ identity,
linking him with some of the most significant figures in Biblical history.  The common
denominator of all these who are named is not only are they prophets, but they all belong to
the “transcendent sphere”: John the Baptist had recently been martyred and would therefore
be in the presence of the Lord; Elijah was swept up into heaven in “a chariot of fire and
horses of fire … and Elijah ascended in a whirlwind into heaven” (2 Kings 2:11); and
Jeremiah was one of the Lord’s “good and faithful servants” who was now resting from his
labours in his eternal home.  To identify Jesus as a prophet whom God raised from the dead
shows that the “word on the street” about Jesus was that he was held in high regard by the
people of Caesarea Philippi, but it was not truly who Jesus is as the Christ.  So Jesus then
asks a second question, one not aimed at the “word on the street” around them but one that
is aimed directly at the disciples: “But who do you say that I am?” (16:15).  The “you” here is
plural; Jesus is challenging the disciples to go beyond being mere reporters of the “word on
the street” to share with Jesus who they believe the one they have been following may be. 
Their answer is voiced by Simon Peter, who speaks on behalf the group when he replies,
“You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” (16:16).  The “Messiah” (“anointed one”)
was the one promised to the people of Israel by generations of prophets, sent by God to be
the liberator of God’s people.  Messianic expectations during this period were especially high,
with the people of Israel yearning for a mighty warrior/king sent from heaven to defeat the
Roman oppressors and restore Israel to the freedom and security it enjoyed in the days of
King David.  Peter correctly identifies Jesus as the Messiah (Christ), who bears this title not
by what he is in himself, but by the action of God.  Jesus is not chosen or elected to be the
Christ by his followers; God anointed Jesus to be the Messiah.  “Thus the affirmation that
Jesus is the Messiah is an affirmation of the definitive act of God.” (Eugene Boring).

The second part of Peter’s response concerning the disciples’ beliefs about Jesus – “the Son
of the living God” – is also a matter of revelation, echoing several divine declarations about
Jesus throughout Matthew’s Gospel:

· “And a voice from heaven said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well
pleased.’” – 3:17.

· “All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one knows the Son
except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom
the Son chooses to reveal him.” – 11:27.

· “While he was still speaking, suddenly a bright cloud overshadowed them, and from
the cloud a voice said, ‘This is my Son, the Beloved; with him I am well pleased; listen
to him!’” – 17:5.

Jesus is not only the Son of God but the Son of the living God, contrasting him with the
idolatrous associations of this particular location in the shadow of the temple dedicated to



Caesar Augustus, who was worshiped as a god but who was dead, while the God of Israel
was alive and would endure forever.

While this episode is recorded in all three of the Synoptic Gospels (Mark 8:27-30 and Luke
9:18-20), it is only in Matthew that Jesus responds directly to Peter’s declaration, praising the
disciple and bestowing on him a new name and singular blessing:

· “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah!  For flesh and blood has not revealed this to
you, but my Father in heaven.  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.” – 16:17-19.

· “Everyone then who hears these words of mine and acts on them will be like a wise
man who built his house on rock.  The rain fell, the floods came, and the winds blew
and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on rock.  And
everyone who hears these words of mine and does not act on them will be like a
foolish man who built his house on sand.  The rain fell, and the floods came, and the
winds blew and beat against this house, and it fell – and great was its fall!” – 7:24-27.

In addition to declaring that Simon is Peter, the rock upon which Jesus will build his church,
our Lord also bestows on his disciple the “keys of the kingdom of heaven,” along with the
responsibility that “whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you
loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”  As “holder of the keys,” Peter’s role is not to decide
who is admitted to heaven (unlike the popular of image of Peter standing as gatekeeper at
the “Pearly Gates”), but is fulfilled now on earth as the chief teacher of the church.  The
keeper of the keys has authority within the house as administrator and teacher, similar to the
authority described by the prophet Isaiah:

· “On that day I will call my servant Eliakim son of Hilkiah, and will clothe him with you
robe and bind your sash on him.  I will commit your authority to his hand, and he shall
be a father to the inhabitants of Jerusalem and to the house of Judah.  I will place on
his shoulder the key of the house of David; he shall open, and no one shall shut; he
shall shut, and no one shall open.  I will fasten him like a peg in a secure place, and he
will become a throne of honor to his ancestral house.  And they will hang on him the
whole weight of his ancestral house, the offspring and issue, every small vessel, from
the cups to all the flagons.  On that day, says the LORD of hosts, the peg that was
fastened in a secure place will give way; it will be cut down and fall, and the load that
was on it will perish, for the LORD has spoken.” – Isaiah 22:20-25.

The terms “binding and loosing” are rabbinic terminology for authoritative teaching,
determining what is and what is not permitted.  Peter is given authority to teach in Jesus’
name, to make authoritative decisions pertaining to Christian life as he applies the teachings
of Jesus to concrete situations in the life of the Church.  Similar authority is given to the
church as a whole later in Matthew’s Gospel, when Jesus declares to his disciples that “truly I
tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on
earth will be loosed in heaven.” (18:18).  The application of Jesus’ teaching is the task of the
whole community of disciples, with Peter’s role being that of chief teacher as well as
representative and model.  It is the task that the Church which was built upon the solid rock of
the faith proclaimed by Peter continues as it shares the “power and command of God to



preach the gospel, to forgive or retain sin, and to administer and distribute the sacraments.”
(Augsburg Confession, Article XXVIII), authority with which our Lord has entrusted his
apostolic Church when he bestows on them the gift of the Holy Spirit and declares that “if you
forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”
(John 20:23).

Those who reported the “word on the street” in Caesarea Philippi to Jesus would soon be
send forth as apostles to proclaim the Word on the street, to “proclaim the mighty acts of him
who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” (1 Peter 2:9).  This is the continuing
call of every generation of Christians, to be a church that is truly “evangelical,” placing at the
heart of its mission the task of sharing the Gospel of Jesus Christ on the street of our
community as well as on the streets of all communities around the world.  Our task as
Evangelical Lutherans (the name we bear both in our Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada
as well as here at Zion Evangelical Lutheran Church) is to share this good news with others,
to be the church that remains “the assembly of all believers among whom the gospel is purely
preached and the holy sacraments are administered according to the gospel.” (Augsburg
Confession, Article VII).  

· “’Evangelical’ became the name for ‘Lutheran’ because the gospel is he chief article of
its theology – not God’s sovereignty, not morality, not church government, but the
Gospel – the linchpin of every other teaching, including Baptism and the Lord’s
Supper.” – Cranach.

On the Saturday after Labour Day, I’ll be thinking about the people of Ormond Street as they
gather again for their annual block party.  I’ll especially be thinking of the children as they put
chalk to asphalt, working hard to put their words on the street.  As those children focus their
attention on the words they place on that street, our call as God’s children is to be diligent in
getting the Word on the street, making certain that we continue to be the church that will
place at the heart of its mission a yearning to share the love of God with others, to go forth
from this place to put the Word on the street so that every street may be a place where Christ
will dwell among all people, in every neighbourhood, in every avenue and alley across the
globe.  
Amen.


