August 24th, 2008, Sermon:  “Who Do YOU Say Jesus Is?”
( Texts:  Philippians 2:5-11;  Colossians 1:15-20 & 2:6-10;  Matthew 16:13-26 )

************************************************************************
     Just about every year some major popular magazine – such as Time or Newsweek – has a picture of Jesus on the front cover and an article describing some new idea about who Jesus might have been.  If we did a survey across America we could find many opinions about who Jesus was – and I want to emphasize that word WAS.
     You see, many people around the world believe that Jesus died and is still dead.  Whatever ideas people may have about who Jesus was, many will at least agree that Jesus no longer IS.  In other words, many people believe that Jesus was crucified, that he died and was buried – end of story.  Jesus didn’t die for our sins.  Jesus simply died for his convictions – like many others before him.
     On the other hand, we can also find many people today who believe that Jesus IS.  In other words, Jesus is alive.  Yet even among these people we may find disagreement about the purpose of Jesus’ mission and what it means to follow Him.

     Yes, I’m afraid there are many and various opinions about Jesus today – who He WAS or who He IS.  Things haven’t changed much in almost 2000 years.  For example, in our Gospel reading from Matthew chapter 16 we that Jesus asks His 12 disciples this question:  “Who do people say the Son of Man is?”  

     The disciples reply:  “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”  These were a few of the opinions about Jesus found among the Jewish crowds of that day.  Of course, some Jews had other opinions about Jesus.  Some thought He was crazy.  Others thought He was evil – a servant of the devil.
     In our world today we could add the following opinions about who Jesus was:  Some say Jesus was a moral teacher.  Others say Jesus was a New Age spiritual guru who taught us how to find the divine spark that resides in each one of us.  Still others say that Jesus was a political revolutionary – and the list goes on.

     Sadly, none of these opinions are correct.  Many people in Jesus’ day did not know who He was – either because they never heard what Jesus said about Himself or, if they did, they simply didn’t believe it.  

     You see, Jesus claimed to be the very Son of God – God in human flesh.  When Jesus was baptized the crowds heard the Father say:  “This is My Son.”  Jesus also forgave sins as though He were God Himself.  Jesus called Himself “The Lord of the Sabbath” – a title reserved for God alone.  In addition, Jesus performed many miracles by His own authority – a sign that Jesus was claiming to be God Himself.  Sadly, many were not willing to believe what Jesus was plainly teaching them.  We still have the same problem today.
    This takes us back to our Gospel reading.  After Jesus hears about the various opinions the people have about His identity, He then asks His disciples another question:  “But what about you?  Who do you say I am?”

     Now Jesus is getting personal!  Are Jesus’ disciples going to follow the crowds or are they going to follow Jesus?  After a few moments of silence, Peter speaks up and says:  “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  Did you hear that?  By the grace of the Father, Peter gets Jesus’ identity right!
     First, Peter confesses that Jesus is the Christ.  The word “Christ” is the Greek version of the Hebrew word “Messiah” – both words meaning “The Anointed One.”  During Old Testament history many prophets, priests and kings were anointed with oil in a public ceremony to show that they were chosen by God for a special purpose.  As a result of this ritual, the promised Savior who was still to come became known as the “Messiah,” that is, THE Anointed One!  Peter confesses that Jesus is THE Anointed One!

     However, Peter goes farther than that!  Peter also confesses what he heard the Father say at Jesus’ Baptism.  Peter confesses that Jesus truly is the very Son of God – God in the flesh!
     After Peter says this Jesus makes it clear that Peter knows this only because the Father revealed it to him.  Jesus then goes on to say the following:  “And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my Church.”  What does this mean?

     Jesus points out that even though Peter’s name means “rock,” Christ’s church will be built upon “this rock.”  We can’t see the distinction in the English translation.  But in the original Greek Peter’s name is different than the word used when Jesus says “this rock.”  

     In other words, Jesus is NOT talking about Peter when He says that His Church will be built upon “this rock.”  Instead, Jesus is talking about Peter’s confession:  “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  Simply put, the Church is built upon the truth of WHO Jesus is.  

     Peter himself writes about this fact in his 1st Epistle.  In 1st Peter chapter 2 Peter writes:  “As you come to [Jesus], the living Stone … you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.  For in Scripture it says:  ‘See, I lay a stone in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.’”
     After Jesus stresses that His Church will be built upon Himself, He then says that He has given us the keys of the kingdom.  Simply put, as we proclaim Christ’s Word in His name we open hell for those who reject Christ and we open heaven for those who repent and believe in Him.
     However, what are we to make of Matthew’s odd comment?  Matthew says that Jesus warned His disciples not to tell anyone that He was the Christ.  Why would Jesus not want the truth of His identity to become common knowledge?  The answer is found at the end of our Gospel reading.

     The same Peter who, by the grace of the Father, was able to confess Jesus’ correct identity ends up becoming a temporary instrument of satan.  You see, Jesus goes on to explain how He will soon be going to Jerusalem where He will be rejected by His own people, suffer many things and be killed and then on the third day be raised to life.

     Peter is so shocked by this that he doesn’t even hear Jesus’ words about His resurrection.  Instead, Peter says:  “Never, Lord!  This shall never happen to you!”  Sadly, even though Peter was correct about Jesus identity He was totally clueless about Jesus’ mission.

     Jesus then says to Peter:  “Get behind me, Satan!  You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.”  Peter refuses to accept that Jesus has come to die for sinners.  Peter was hoping Jesus would use His Divine power to crush the Roman empire and give positions of authority to His closest followers – like Peter.  But as Jesus said, this attitude was inspired by the devil himself!
     No wonder Jesus told His disciples not to tell the crowds that He was the Christ.  Jesus knew that most of the people would chase after Him for all the wrong reasons.

     Jesus then goes on to say that anyone who follows Him must be willing to take up his or her own cross.  In other words, we must die to our worldly ideas of what it means to be a Christian.
Even if we confess Jesus’ true identity, as Peter did, we must die to the idea that Jesus is a Divine Santa Claus who exists merely to grant our wishes and fulfill our selfish desires.

     Today’s sermon title is:  “Who Do YOU Say Jesus Is?”  By the grace of the Father, most people who are active members of the Lutheran Church - Missouri Synod are able to give the correct, biblical answer about Jesus’ identity.  But we need to face that fact that we are sometimes guilty of having the same satanic ideas about Jesus’ mission that Peter did.

     We live in a culture that says our real needs are material prosperity, successful lives, popularity and just plain feeling good about ourselves.  We therefore think following Jesus means that Jesus exists to provide us with these things.

     We want Jesus to take away all our problems and bless us with material prosperity.  We read books about how we can have our best life now if we just follow Jesus’ principles for successful living.  We want a Jesus who affirms our lifestyles and blesses our choices in life.
     Please understand!  I’m not saying that we can’t come to Jesus with our earthly needs.  I’m not saying that we can’t go to Jesus with our earthly problems.  I’m not saying that we can’t go to Jesus with our earthly stresses and anxieties.  What I AM saying that these things are not are greatest problem.  Our greatest problem is our sin against God and the fact that we deserve eternal damnation in hell.

     Therefore, Jesus calls us to take up our cross.  Jesus calls us to die to our sinful ideas about His mission.  Jesus wants us to see that He calls us to acknowledge the sin in our lives, turn from that sin and then trust in Him for salvation.
     Jesus uses His Word to expose the sins in our lives.  The insert in your bulletin about the 10 Commandments is a good tool to use to see the areas in your life where Jesus is calling you to repentance.  But Jesus also uses His Word to point you to Himself and the salvation from sin that He won for you.
     By the grace of the Father, we can speak the truth about Jesus’ identity along with Peter:  “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  However, by the grace of the Father, we can also speak the truth about Jesus’ mission along with Peter who several years after the event in our Gospel reading wrote these words in 1st Peter chapter 2 about Jesus:  “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.  For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.”  
     So, who do YOU say Jesus is?  By the grace of the Father, you say that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God, who died on the cross for your sins and rose from the dead so that you can live now and forever ever as His child.  Amen!

