8-24-08 Sermon

15th Sunday of Pentecost

Matthew 16:13-20

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

Jesus is curious and interested. What was the buzz – what were the people thinking about in regards to his identity?  So he asks his disciples; who do people say that I am?

Where he asks the question is important as well; Caesarea Phillippi. It is in the far northern part of Israel and it was a place that was filled with shrines and places of worship to all kinds of Gods.

It is a great open ended question and one that would be sure to get the conversation going.

Try it sometime in a group of people that you know and ask; who do you think Jesus is? 

I’ll bet you would get some interesting responses to the question. Either that or silence. And when you ask the question throw in a bonus question about the different gods we worship in our time and in our culture.

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

Like a good teacher who is interested in getting her students to think and reflect, Jesus asks a general question; who do people say that I am?

It is safe to speak in more general terms and it is easier as well because the focus is not on me – I don’t have to give my personal viewpoint or perspective. How many of you enjoyed being called on in the classroom?

Jesus knows what he is doing here in this moment and then he sets the hook – he makes the question personal – but who do you say that I am?

Don’t you wonder what effect this question had on this confident group of followers? Or maybe they weren’t so confident – maybe they were more like you and me than we realize.

Each disciple most likely had a different agenda and each disciple had their own story to tell in regards to following Jesus. 

And when Jesus makes the question personal I’ll bet you the whole atmosphere of the conversation changed. When Jesus made the question personal, each disciple had to look inside and decide for himself how he was going to answer the question.

The way Matthew records the story, Peter is the only one who responds. Was Peter speaking for the whole group or was he speaking for himself?

But who do you say that I am?

This arguably is the most important question asked in the New Testament – the most important question asked by Jesus.

Fred Craddock tells a story about when he was 14, he had begun to listen more seriously to the preacher on Sunday mornings, no longer talking and fidgeting or passing notes during worship and he decided he wanted to be baptized. “you will have to say something in front of the people,” the preacher told him.

“Okay,” Craddock replied. On the Sunday I had chosen to make my confession, a bunch of my friends were there, 13 or 14 of them. 7 or 8 of them went down and sat in the front of the church, and there I was locked in my pew. 

I looked at the aisle, and it had suddenly become 2 miles long. “I’ll never get down there”, I said to myself, and sure enough, I did not go down the aisle that Sunday.

My mother said, “I thought you……”

“Well, I was. Can I just go to the minister’s study on Tuesday and tell him my confession?

“No, no, no, if you confess me before others, I will confess you before my Father.” That is what Jesus said. 

Craddock finished the story by saying – “well, I like silence, so I shifted into the old silence gear. After all, silence is golden.

Silence isn’t what Jesus is looking for – 11 are silent and one responds - Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven.
God opens the eyes of Simon Peter and Peter makes the good confession – you are the Messiah, the Son of the living God and it is on this rock – this confession that the church is built – it is not built on Peter – Peter speaks words we all must speak. Peter speaks words that reveal an understanding that only comes from God.

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

Who do you say that I am?

The question challenges me and it comforts me.

It gives me pause and it gives me hope.

For each day that I rise – the question is answered by how I live my life and this is the challenge.

By the words that come out of my heart and are spoken to others and my actions and decisions that affect myself and others my confession is made and the answer is given. 

Paul says we are to present our bodies as living sacrifices and how we do that day in and day out is our confession and the church is built on this daily witness and people are watching and what we say and do is noticed.

The question also comforts me. Jesus wouldn’t ask me the question if he wasn’t interested in me. He wouldn’t ask the question if he didn’t know me and care about me because it is a personal question. He wouldn’t ask the question if he didn’t want me to respond and give him my life.

And knowing this gives me peace. 

Knowing this gives me hope. 

Knowing this is a daily reminder that as I seek the Lord – he has already found me and transformed me and died for me.

Who do you say that I am?

You are Jesus – Savior and Lord – and on this rock, this confession of faith – you and I and all who confess Jesus make His body the church a living sacrifice to the world.

For Jesus sake. Amen

