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Introduction: Important questions of life  

Decisions, decisions. What are the most important decisions 

you have made in your life?  Take a moment to think about 

this. We all face important decisions at different times in our 

lives, for example, whether to pursue a relationship, 

whether we should marry the person we are in a 

relationship with, whether or when to have children, which 

job to apply for, or whether to leave our current workplace, 

take a redundancy package or retire, or how we should use 

the time and opportunities that retirement brings. 

Teenagers who have just had GCSE or A level results may be 

facing decisions about their next step, particularly if they 

haven’t received the results they wanted.   

These are all important decisions, but the danger is people 

are so preoccupied with these that they neglect to give due 

consideration to even more important questions about 

beliefs and values. What is the basis of my values and beliefs 

– simply what I have picked up from my parents, my friends, 

society at large?  Is there a God, and if so, what is he (or she) 

like? What is my relationship with God? What does 

Christianity (or any other religion) have to say about how I 

should live my life, and am I willing to follow its teachings? 



As a Christian, I believe that what we think about Jesus 

Christ affects how we answer all these questions.  And so 

today’s question which Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do 

you say that I am?” is the most important question of all. 

The gospel story so far 

Up to now in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus has gone around 

preaching, healing, casting out demons, mainly in Galilee.  

People have been wondering who he is, and how he has 

such authority over the natural and spiritual world and 

where he gets his teaching from.  He’s made enemies – 

particularly the Pharisees and scribes who are 

uncomfortable to hear of Jesus bringing new insights and 

interpretations of their religion, and concerned about the 

huge following he is getting from ordinary people.   

In today’s opening verses, Matthew tells us that Jesus has 

withdrawn to the district of Caesarea Philippi, part of the 

territory of the ruler Philip which lay north of Galilee. Here 

Philip’s father Herod the Great had built a temple to the 

pagan god Pan, a reminder to us of how the Jews were 

surrounded by Greek and Roman religion which in many 

ways threatened their exclusive monotheism.  The guardians 

of the Jewish religion were trying to strike a balance 

between defending the purity of their faith against pagan 

and heretical influences, and keeping the Romans happy.  

Someone like Jesus, who was not afraid to challenge 

prevailing assumptions and practices, might upset the 

precarious stability of the status quo. 

Of course, Jesus understands this. He is committed to 

proclaiming a gospel about authentic religion, and to 



overturning prejudice and hypocrisy, and knows that his 

stance will eventually lead to his death.  But more than that, 

he knows that his mission is ultimately to die for the sins of 

the world and to rise again. And so up to now he has been 

reluctant to go around proclaiming himself as the Messiah, 

which would have led to him getting himself arrested by the 

Romans for insurrection. After all, his fellow Jews were 

expecting the Messiah to throw the Romans out. 

The turning point 

So in today’s reading we have Jesus at the most northern 

point in his travels. In a little while he will make the journey 

south to Jerusalem.  We know what is going to happen 

there. Jesus knows what is going to happen there. But the 

disciples do not. How will they cope?  And how will Jesus’ 

mission continue after he has gone?  It is time to speak 

openly to his twelve key disciples about who he is – and 

what he has come to do. We’ll hear about the second part – 

what Jesus has come to do – next week.  But in today’s 

reading he wants to share the secret of his Messiahship with 

the twelve. 

If you’ve studied Jesus’ teaching style at all, you’ll be familiar 

with his approach.  Rather than speaking straight truths, he 

prefers to make people think for themselves, by telling 

stories and asking questions. So Jesus opens the topic with 

an oblique question – who do people say that I am? The 

disciples will have heard people discussing Jesus and 

speculating about who he was and where he got his 

authority. And so they’re able to give Jesus a variety of 

answers, some more fanciful than others, including the 



belief that Jesus was John the Baptist who had come back 

from the dead.  This might seem strange to us, but you have 

to remember that back in 1st Century Palestine there were 

no news media, no internet, and news got passed on from 

place to place by people travelling and talking about what 

they’d heard, so there was plenty of scope for various 

versions of events to be talked about.  

And then Jesus homes in with the direct question “But who 

do you say that I am?”1 

In the 1977 TV series Jesus of Nazareth the director Franco 

Zeffirelli has the disciples fall completely silent when Jesus 

asks this question. I suppose it’s a big thing to say, “You’re 

the Messiah”, when Jesus has been keeping stumm about it 

all along. Suppose they’ve misunderstood? Or perhaps they 

don’t want to look like they’re trying to impress Jesus in 

front of all their mates. 

What about you? 

“What about you?” Jesus asks.  And Peter speaks up: “You 

are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 

What about you and me? Today it won’t be Jesus asking you 

what you believe about Jesus, but it might be a friend, a 

relative, or someone you work with or meet at a leisure 

activity. Sadly, in our British culture people often feel too 

awkward to talk openly about faith, although I think it’s 

getting better.  They might be happy talking about the 

church – especially about the building, or falling Sunday 

attendance, or a funeral they went to, or a bad experience 

 
1 Matthew 16:15 



they had at a church once.  So if you get a chance to share 

your faith, don’t miss it!  And if you want a tip on how to do 

this, why not take a leaf out of Jesus’ book.  Ask a general 

question first.  Then ask them what they think about it – 

show that you’re interested in their point of view. And then 

they’ll probably want to know what you think about it. 

Unfortunately, most British Christians feel even more 

awkward talking about faith than their non-Christian friends 

and colleagues.  Is it because they aren’t sure of what they 

believe?  Or they’re afraid of seeming weird or fanatical? 

The Rock 

This could not be said of Simon Peter – he has a refreshing 

honesty and impetuousness which lets him say what he’s 

thinking unashamedly. It also earns him a rebuke from Jesus 

a few verses later (come back next week for that!). But 

Peter’s straightforward faith and his loyalty to Jesus identify 

him as the future leader that Jesus will depend on – and 

Jesus nicknames him “the rock”, which is what the name 

Peter means2.  Yes, a few verses later he gets it badly wrong 

when he rebukes Jesus for saying he’s going to be killed.  

Yes, he denies Jesus.  But for all his faults, Peter’s faith 

makes him the person through whom Jesus can do his work. 

I mentioned earlier that Jesus is looking ahead. These 12 

disciples are going to be the nucleus of his future church 

(minus Judas, of course!). When Jesus is arrested and 

crucified, they won’t understand how this could happen to 
 

2 It’s Cephas in the original Aramaic which Jesus and his dicsiples 

spoke, or Petros in Greek, which was the language the New Testament 

is written in. 



the Messiah.  But they will see afterwards how this was 

God’s plan all along.  And then they will be the people to 

take the good news about Jesus to the rest of the world. 

So the question about who we think Jesus is isn’t just an 

academic question.  Jesus needs people today to do his work 

on earth.  There are many followers of Jesus – some are 

more hangers-on, observers, passengers.  Others are 

committed, the people who make things happen, who are 

willing to put their faith into practice and make a difference 

in the world.  For all their faults and mistakes, for all their 

doubts (e.g. Thomas), they are ready to be used in the 

service of the Kingdom.  They don’t see Christianity just as a 

crutch to get them through the difficulties of life. They 

understand that following Jesus means being a disciple. They 

know that they are inadequate, imperfect, and often fail. But 

they also know that Jesus forgives them and empowers 

them to carry on serving him and others. 

These followers of Jesus that I’m talking about – do they 

include us?  Affirming that Jesus is “the Messiah (or Christ), 

the Son of the living God” doesn’t mean that we understand 

everything or are sure about everything. (Peter certainly 

didn’t.) But we’re prepared to nail our colours to the mast, 

hoist our sails to the wind of God’s Spirit, and sail into the 

unknown, trusting in him.   

For all his failings, Jesus knew that Peter would become the 

leader that he needed to help the church move forward. He 

saw that Peter was someone who was willing to learn and 

grow – which is what a true disciple is.   



I wonder how many of us here today would put ourselves in 

that category – a disciple of Jesus?  I know that for most of 

us, faith has been a gradual journey, something that’s 

become more and more part of us over time. Many people 

start by getting involved with the church through family, or 

by knowing someone in the church who invites us to come 

to a special service, or share our practical skills to help the 

church.  Many people I’ve known have started to come to 

church late in life, recognizing that the spiritual part of them 

has been neglected and they want to find out more. 

I like to think that a typical congregation is a bit like a 

swimming pool: there are people who are sitting on the 

edge, dipping their toes in the water, others who are 

keeping to the shallow end, some who are taking swimming 

lessons, some who are ploughing up and down the lanes, full 

of confidence, and others who are teaching beginners. 

It doesn’t matter where you are now; the question is, where 

do you want to go from here? 

Jesus had given his disciples plenty of time to get to know 

him, to listen to his teaching and see his miracles, before he 

asked them the big question, “Who do you say that I am?” 

And later, these disciples were to go on to spread the word 

that Jesus was the Messiah, the Son of God, throughout the 

world. 

Here at St John the Baptist, Aldenham, we have many 

opportunities to explore faith for ourselves. Apart from 

Sunday services, we have the Bible Study meeting, and, for 

those who want to go back to the basics, we are about to 

run a six week course called Start, details of which you can 



find on the back of this week’s pew sheet. If you’d like to do 

a refresher, or explore these questions for the first time, 

please sign up! 

I’ll finish with a prayer, asking God to help us take the next 

step forward in faith, whatever that might be for each of us. 

Prayer 

Lord Jesus Christ, there are many things we don’t 

understand. There are some things we’re unsure about. 

Some of us have been standing on the sidelines, watching 

others who have more faith than us.  Please help those 

people to have the courage to take the opportunities you 

give them to find answers to their questions. 

For those who are already paid-up disciples, we pray that 

you would give us boldness about what we believe. We want 

to affirm today that we do believe that you are the Messiah, 

the Son of the living God. We are willing to put our faith into 

practice. We do want to make a difference for your 

Kingdom.  Please take us, with all our weaknesses and faults, 

and build your church and your Kingdom in our lives, and 

through us, in the world.  Amen. 

 


