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27Jesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way he asked his disciples, "Who do people say that I am?" 28And they answered him, "John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets." 29He asked them, "But who do you say that I am?" Peter answered him, "You are the Messiah." 30And he sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him.

31Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again. 32He said all this quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 33But turning and looking at his disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, "Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things."

34He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, "If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 35For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. 36For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life? 37Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? 38Those who are ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels."


Jesus and his disciples are traveling again.  They are on the road, and Mark is pretty specific about where they are – Caesarea of Philippi.  This is about as far north as Jesus and the disciples traveled during Jesus’ ministry.  They are on the southwestern slope of Mt. Hermon, and about 25 miles north of the Sea of Galilee.  Herod Antipas’ reign over the Galilean region did not extend here, and the population was decidedly non-Jewish.  Caesarea of Philippi was far above sea level, and overlooked a fertile valley.  This was a place steeped in ancient history and religion.  David Padfield described it as a place “in the shadow of ancient Gods.”  The Syrians worshipped Baal within its bounds, and a nearby cave was said to be the birthplace of the Greek god Pan, god of nature, fields, forests, mountains, flocks and shepherds.  We would be more familiar with the cave being the location of the most eastern source of the Jordan River – the same river where Jesus was baptized --  causing this to be a place filled with emotion for Jesus and his followers that day.    In the city proper was a great white marble temple built by Herod the Great to honor Caesar.  Jesus and his disciples are a long way from home - -in a place of strange customs and religions.  It is here, in the shadow of great kings and gods, that Jesus asks an interesting question about how he is perceived by the people.  Perhaps the location was why he asked the question – there would be few who would overhear and really care about the conversation.  So he chose the outskirts of this city to ask, “who do the people say that I am?”  

 Do we usually think about Jesus worrying about what others think of him? Not really.  This is Jesus - -the one whose ministry took him to be with the undesirables, the unpopular, and the dangerous.  Jesus was well aware that the “establishment” did not think highly of him.  Yet on the road trip that takes them to one of the farthest reaches of their journey, Jesus stops and asks Peter “who do the people say that I am?”  Is this a poll – like the polls commissioned by politicians to seek approval ratings and find out where they stand with the people?  Is Jesus wondering about his public perception and demographics?  “Well, Jesus, 20% of the people approve of the healings, while 70%  disapprove of your healing on the Sabbath.  The Pharisees as a whole gave you low approval ratings, while the majority of the villagers show overall approval of your casting out the demons.  Your likeability numbers dipped a bit this week, but we expect them to come back soon.  Your approval rating is flat, but we think that is a polling sample error…” 


“Who do people say that I am?”  This is not a question asked for political reasons, not one asked to assess how popular or liked he was; I think he asks it because he wants to know what people are saying about him, who they understand him to be.   He knows the end of his time of ministry on earth draws near, and perhaps he wonders if his message has been received -- if those who have heard about him really get what is going to happen in the near future as he enters Jerusalem.  

Perhaps being a stranger in a strange land afforded him the opportunity to ask the question with just his people listening.  To look back at the work he has done and assess his ministry.  We are in the 8th chapter, and so far Jesus has:  healed those with unclean spirits, cast out demons, preached, taught, cleansed lepers, healed a paralytic, eaten with a tax collector, preached and taught some more, healed again – this time on the Sabbath --  appointed 12 disciples, told some parables – many of them about seeds – healed another demoniac, raised a girl back to life, healed a hemorrhaging woman, been rejected from his hometown, fed 5000, walked on water, healed some more sick, called a woman names, cured a deaf man, fed 4.000, and most recently healed a blind man.  Those are a lot of actions for people to be talking about, no matter how many times Jesus tells them to tell no one what he has done.  I think Jesus asks the question to see what people have taken with them from these experiences.  To see if people have figured out the reason he is doing all of this, or if they think he is yet another in a long line of healers and preachers promising the impossible.  


“Who do people say that I am?”  Of all the questions posed by Jesus, that may be the easiest one to answer.  Think about it – all you have to do is go into my library, or Pastor Ted’s, or any Christian bookstore to see all the books with all the words people have written about who they say Jesus is.  To answer that question, “who do the people say I am?”, we don’t have to get personal or dig deep.  I could stand here for 15 minutes or so and read to you from books by great theologians about Jesus and then end with “that’s who people say Jesus is.  The end.”  It is an easy question to ask, and if you get to talk about other people, it is an easy one to answer.  The disciples did it:  “Well, Jesus, some say you are John the Baptist (but he’s dead).  Others think you are Elijah, and others think you are one of the prophets.”  Jesus’ response is immediate – “Who do you say that I am?”  Was Jesus surprised by the answers given by the disciples?  Was he hoping for something else?  What prompted his asking the next question “But who do you say that I am?”  But - -that small conjunction beginning the sentence negates the answers of the disciples and asks for a different kind of response.


This is not a “who do you, Peter, say that I am,” this is a question directed to all the disciples – who do ya’ll say that I am?  Can you see them standing there?   Maybe Judas and Andrew shuffle their feet and look at their dusty toes in their sandals.  James and John may look skyward and try to count the clouds.  Perhaps Philip and Nathaniel elbow each other “you answer – no you”.  It is Peter who finally breaks the awkward silence, it is Peter who answers Jesus’ question “who do you say that I am?”, with the phrase “you are the Messiah.”


Peter gets the letter of the answer right, but not the spirit, and this only serves to annoy Jesus.  You see, Peter’s answer was technically correct - -Jesus was the messiah.  But not the kind Peter thought he was.  Peter was thinking in political terms – in his mind’s eye, Jesus as the messiah was the one who would unify the broken Israel, the one who would overthrow the government. But as Jesus tells him, he has set his mind on the wrong things - -the human expectations of Jesus, not the divine.  Jesus explains, for what feels like the millionth time to us, what kind of death he will die – that those who will lose their lives for Jesus will find their lives IN Jesus.


“Who do you say that I am?”  This is the pivotal question of this Gospel passage?  And I ask you today - -who do ya’ll say Jesus is?  How do you answer the question for yourself in your everyday lives?  If you were asked in Sunday school class or during coffee hour “who do you say Jesus is,” how would you answer the question?  


That is a question I have given lots of thought to this summer.  As Ted mentioned last week in his sermon, there are lots of hoops pastors go through at the Presbytery level when we move to a new call.  One of the requirements is that we write a statement of faith for the committee on ministry and the presbytery.  I still shake my head when I think about the requirements – everything you believe about your faith in 12 point type on a single page of 8 ½ by 11 inch paper. After the statement is written and submitted and read, the new minister, that would be me in this case, is examined on the floor of the Presbytery – anyone who is there can ask questions.  The one question that was asked of me was this: “who is your Lord and savior?”   That is a question I can answer unwaveringly, without reservation, in just 7 words.  And it is my statement of faith:  Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior.  It is “who do you say that I am” in reverse.  

Most of you have answered the question at some point – your parents answered if for you if you were baptized as an infant, or you answered it for yourself as an adult at your baptism or confirmation.  If you have reaffirmed your faith, you answered it.  “Who is your Lord and Savior?  Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior.”

Martin B. Copehaver tells the story of a UCC Clergy conference he attended where the speaker, Michael Greene, a British historian of Evangelism asked the attendees, a group of UCC pastors, the following question: “when was the last time you told your congregation what Jesus means to you?”  It is another way of phrasing the question “who do you say that I am?”  Copenhaver thought about that question a lot.  He writes that he talked about Jesus all the time, but when was the last time he had talked about what Jesus meant to him personally?  

He writes, “The question "When was the last time you told your congregation what Jesus means to you?" has haunted me. It was in my mind when I preached for the last time to my congregation of nine years. I used that occasion to tell the congregation what Jesus means to me. I did not use a single quote. That is, I did not tell them what people say about who Jesus is. Instead, I attempted to answer Jesus' question, "Who do you say that I am?" in devotional terms.

At the conclusion of that sermon, he continues, I stood at the door and shook hands with the congregation. One woman, a beloved saint of the church, came to the head of the line but was so overcome with emotion that she could not speak and went to the back of the line. I assumed that she simply did not know how to say goodbye. But when she finally reached me again, her voice cracked slightly as she asked, "Why didn't you tell us this before?"


  The “who do you say that I am” question is asked in lots of different ways – “who is your Lord and Savior?”  “Where do you see Jesus in the world?” “Who is Jesus to you?”  As a preacher, it is easier for me to say what other people say about Jesus, but harder to say what Jesus means to me – the difference between talking about a loved one and sending a love letter, as Copenhaver describes it.  I have answered the question “who do you say that I am” for some of you.  I have answered it for the Nominating committee, the Committee on Ministry, and the Presbytery as a whole.  We are only beginning to get to know each other, and I have not had a chance to tell all of you who Jesus is to me.  That feels like something you may all want and need to know about me, and learning from Copenhaver’s example, now seems like a good time to begin the conversation.  I offer you the beginnings of my answer, the basic shape that is filled in as I live and experience life’s ups and downs.  “Who do you say that I am?”  I say Jesus is:

The Son of God, fully human and fully God

Our salvation

The one who died so we might have life eternal

A comforter and friend

The baby in the manger and the man on the cross

The one who restores our broken relationship with God

The one who calls us to proclaim the Gospel, serve others, and minister to those in need.

The light that overcomes the darkest night.

I have seen Jesus at work in the world

When the hungry are fed, 

when homes are rebuilt, 

when hands are held.

when justice is done.

In laughter among friends

I have seen Jesus in new life and in death.

I meet Jesus in strangers and friends

My Lord and Savior

In the Wednesday night XL program, Harold Parker is teaching about the Apostles Creed.  As he was speaking about the Confessions and Creeds during the first week of the class, I wrote down the following, thinking about the sermon for today:  “Who do you say that I am?”  We find the answer in the creeds and confessions.  And when we make our confessions, that is when we stand up and say what we believe. 

When we affirm our faith each week in worship, we stand up and say what we believe.  We answer the question “who do you say that I am.”  We name what we believe, giving language to the intangible.  

 Today we use the portion of the Brief Statement of Faith that talks about Jesus and what we believe about him.  We stand as a community of faith and confess what we have seen, and what we have been told.  We testify to who our Lord and Savior is and what he has done.  “Who do you say that I am?”  Of all the questions we ask and answer this week, this is the most important.  In the name of the F, S and HS, Amen.
*Affirmation of Faith                                                       From: A Brief Statement of Faith
In life and in death we belong to God.
   Through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ,
      the love of God,
        and the communion of the Holy Spirit,
   we trust in the one triune God, the Holy One of Israel,
      whom alone we worship and serve. 

We trust in Jesus Christ,
      Fully human, fully God.
   Jesus proclaimed the reign of God:
      preaching good news to the poor
        and release to the captives,
      teaching by word and deed
        and blessing the children,
      healing the sick
        and binding up the brokenhearted,
      eating with outcasts,
      forgiving sinners,
      and calling all to repent and believe the gospel.
   Unjustly condemned for blasphemy and sedition,
   Jesus was crucified,
      suffering the depths of human pain
      and giving his life for the sins of the world.
   God raised Jesus from the dead,
      vindicating his sinless life,
      breaking the power of sin and evil,
      delivering us from death to life eternal.

With believers in every time and place,
   we rejoice that nothing in life or in death
   can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.
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