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Who Do We Say He Is?

Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say
that the Son of Man is?” And they said, “Some say John the Baptist, but others Elijah, and still others14 

Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter15 16 

answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are17 

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 not18  

prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth19 

will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” Then he sternly20 

ordered the disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah (Matt.16:13-20).
 
What does the world that we live in have to say about Jesus? And what do we have to say about Jesus?
Do we say the same thing or is it something different? Many of our Jewish neighbours will admit that
Jesus was likely a teacher, perhaps even a radical but misguided Rabbi. The Muslims a great prophet like
Moses, like Mohammad even. Some people say he is but a Myth, made up by the early Church to justify
their authority, or others will say a story made up to relay a set of common ethical principles to the
gentiles. And many, well many would rather not talk about him at all. But who do say that He is? We
proclaim Jesus to be the Messiah, Son of the Living God. He is our hope, our salvation, He is the One that
we believe we have been called to follow. We confess that Jesus is Lord. So, who is right, and who is
wrong? – Well perhaps it is not so simple as who is right and who is wrong, or perhaps its more
appropriate to that it doesn’t need to be so complicated as who is right and who is wrong. 

In our gospel reading today we hear a number of possible truths about who Jesus is, but most
importantly, we begin to hear the truth about who it is that Jesus is revealing Himself to be. He asks His
disciples these two very different but inter-connected questions. Whereby the first question reveals a
clue to help His disciples answer the second question. The first question that he asks his disciples is this:
“Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”. Now this title, the Son of Man is a term used by the
prophet Daniel to describe a divine being he has witnessed in a dream. The reference comes from the
seventh chapter of the Book of Daniel and reads as follows: “As I watched in the night visions, I saw one
like a Son of Man coming with the clouds of heaven. And he came to the Ancient One and was presented
before Him. And to the Son of Man was given dominion and glory and kingship, that people of all
nations, and languages should serve him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall not pass
away, and his kingship is one that shall never be destroyed” (Dan.7:13-15). 
Now the disciples offer a variety of answers to Jesus’ question, but they essentially agree that most
people think that the Son of Man is someone special, and probably even a prophet of old. So, Jesus now
poses His second question: “And who do you say that I am”. Now the first question is clearly about who
it is that the world understands Son of Man to be. But the way in which Jesus phrases the second
question, really reveals that he himself is the Son of Man. Let’s hear the questions beside one another.
“Who do people say the Son of Man is? And who do you say that I am”. Do you hear the inference? Now
the Apostle Peter, isn’t usually presented as the quickest study of the bunch, but in Matthews gospel, he
seems to be the first to put all the pieces together, confessing that Jesus is the Messiah, Son of the living
God. But this is a very different confession than the opinions of the people. The other disciples seem to
get that Jesus is talking about Himself, however in speaking for the crowd, they can’t seem to rationalize
that most people are going to connect Jesus with the divine and all powerful being described in the



vision of Daniel. So instead, they rationalize that he is perhaps like John the Baptist, for he carries a
similar message of repentance and baptism to that of the Essenes, and Qumran, and John. Some said
Elijah, for he too was a great healer and miracle worker, and a prophet expected to return. And some
say a prophet like Jeremiah. 

Now, of all the gospels that retell this event in the life of the church, only the gospel of Matthew
mentions Jeremiah as a likeness of Jesus. And this is an important comparison because Jeremiah was a
person who also came preaching repentance for the forgiveness of sins, encouraging his community to
turn their lives back to a relationship with God, challenging many of the religious assumptions of his day,
and prophesying a reconciliation of all God’s people through peaceful coexistence and obedience to the
revealed will of God. (Jer.29:4-8). So, with each speculation, there seems to be some acknowledgement
that Jesus is a holy man, a teacher, and even a prophet, but there is no consensus, and there is certainly
no one outside the disciple group, that is willing to attribute to Jesus a divine status; nobody willing to
acknowledge the truth that Jesus is in fact the Messiah, Son of the living God. Until we are told, the truth
is revealed to Peter, not by flesh and blood, but by God alone. 

Now in John’s gospel, it’s not Peter who first makes this important realization. Instead, it’s Martha the
sister of Mary and Lazarus, a woman of faith who’s always hard at work behind the scenes. But this is
something to be explored in another sermon (John 11:27). The reason I bring it up is because in the view
of our protestant tradition, the individual who makes the confession, and even the confession itself, is
never as important as Jesus’s message to those who confess it. 

And so, Jesus says to Simon Peter, “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 Petros, [that is you are a rock] and
on this rock, I will build my church [my ekklesia, which means my called-out ones], and the gates of
Hades will not prevail against it”. He then moves to the plural, directing his words to not only Simon
Peter but to all his disciples. “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind
on earth will be bound in heaven, and what ever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” We can
begin to see in our gospel reading today, is that from the earliest times, those who confess Jesus to be
the Messiah, were not the masses. And like today, it seems for the most part that the masses won’t be
convinced otherwise, not perhaps until the return of Jesus Himself. But nor should they be judged for
having a different understanding, a different world view; for the truth that Jesus is Messiah is something
that we are told is revealed only by God.

And those who do believe that Jesus is the Messiah, Son of the living God, they are a people that have
been called out from the world; not for their own sake, but to love God with all their heart, and to love
their neighbors as themselves. It is a particular calling within God’s plan. And they, like us, those first
disciples, they are a peculiar people. A people willing to try and offer up their lives as a living sacrifice for
others, willing to commit themselves to loosing that which the world has bound up, and to binding up
that which the world has declared broken. And though it may not be a call to all people, it is certainly a
call for all people. Jesus didn’t bless Peter because he correctly confessed that Jesus is the Son of God,
Jesus proclaimed that Peter was blessed, because he saw that God had revealed the truth to him, and
empowered him with the courage to respond in faith. When the other disciples tell Jesus that the rest of
the world thinks much less of him than has been revealed to those in the Church, Jesus doesn’t rebuke
them. He doesn’t tell them to get out there and tell all those people they’re wrong. No, instead the
scriptures tell us that Jesus explicitly tells His disciples to do the exact opposite; not to go around telling
people that He is the Son of God. For He seems to have known, as we know today, from history and our
own experiences, that this confession, this proclamation, will often be heard as a stumbling block, and



become a stumbling block to those who might otherwise hear the good news, to those who might need
to hear the good news, that they are loved and that God has a plan for them also.

So, what then are we to do with this revelation? Is the saving work of God through Jesus Christ, and the
teachings of our Lord a secret to be kept for ourselves? Does God love us more than our neighbors,
more than the Jews, or the 1.6 billion Muslims; men, women, and children of faith. No. And what of
those within our own families, those who live apart from the Church, those who are unable in their
hearts to profess that Jesus is Lord, have they been passed over, condemned to a life apart from God’s
love? Certainly not. For the gospel tells us that God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the
world, but to save the world through him. (John 3:17). This cup from which we drink, brothers and
sisters is the new covenant in His blood, shed for us and for all people. 

So, what then does it mean to be the Church? To confess that Jesus is Messiah of the world. The Word of
God assures us that it is upon this confession, this revelation that Jesus will build His Church, and that He
has called by name, all who confess it. But for those who have been baptized into the life, death, and
resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ, and those who feel called into this baptism, Blessed are You! The
Church is not one option among many… It is our identity, our spiritual worship, and our obedience to the
will of God. Not that we might Lord it over one another, but that we might have sufficient faith to live
the life of discipleship that each of us has been called to follow. But follow is the key word here. For it is
never a path that any of us can walk alone, because it is a path which will eventually always lead to a
cross. Jesus never promises us a blessed life apart from the world, but He does proclaim that we are
blessed, and that He is always with us, so that we might live a life together for the world. We are not
called to convert or judge our neighbors, but to pray for them, and to care for them, to share the good
news through word and deed, that they too have been made in the image of God. And we are all His
beloved children.

In our second reading today, we heard the Apostle Paul explain to the Church that just as one body has
many members, not all members have the same function. When Paul wrote these words, he was
speaking to address the specific challenges of a church trying to find its way, in a religiously diverse and
changing world.  And as we too find ourselves in such a world, being called ever more to turn outwards
into the good but messy places, where God’s love is needed most, let us hear again the good news of
our calling. A calling to be the body of Christ for all people. 

In the words of the Apostle Paul: “I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, 

to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.
Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may
discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect. For by the grace given to me I
say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think
with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned. For as in one body
we have many members, and not all the members have the same function, so we, who are many, are
one body in Christ, and individually we are all members of one another” (Rom.12:1-7).

Neither Jesus, nor His Apostle Paul, ever envisioned the church to be an end in of itself. For, both
understood that God’s love of the church, has always been about God’s love for the world.

Thanks Be to God. 

Amen.


