Sermon for Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost

Lectionary 21—Proper 16

August 24, 2008 

Texts:  Isaiah 51:1-6; Psalm 138; Romans 12:1-8; Matthew 16:13-20
JESUS!

Think back to when you have heard that name spoken,

Loudly and with emphasis.

Perhaps you were lucky

And it was spoken as part of a worship service

Or even as the opening word in a praise song

Such as “Jesus, My Savior,” 

But if you heard this name used on the street,
In the workplace,

Or even at the beach,

Chances are it was not being used in praise!
It may even have been accompanied

By the English version of the Greek word

That means Messiah,

As in Jesus Christ.

Now when I say this term in this sanctuary,

In the context of worship,

I, undoubtedly, mean Jesus the Messiah,

God’s anointed one.

On the street this combination of a name

And the descriptor meaning anointed
Is most likely being used as an form of swearing.

What is it in our culture 

That makes the blessed name of Jesus Christ

So attractive as a way of using bad language.  

Is it because the words roll of the tongue easily?
Is it because of its shock value?
Is it because it’s a chance to violate of one of the commandments,

Thinking it’s not as bad as stealing or murder?

What does the use the name Jesus, along the descriptor Christ,
And the tone in which it is spoken, say about the speaker?
Few of us are comfortable going around talking about our faith

Proclaiming Jesus as our Savior in casual conversation,

But I’ll bet that there are more than a few of us

Who have proclaimed Jesus Christ,

When we have hit our thumb with a hammer,

Or backed the car into something as we tried to leave the garage.  

In the spirit of assuming the best,

I will assume that if one of did just that

We were calling on Jesus for help,

Rather than using His Name as a form of swearing.  

In today’s Gospel lesson,

Peter proclaims Jesus as the Christ,

The anointed one and son of the living God.

What caused this confession,

And why is it such a pivotal moment in the Gospel of Matthew?

At this point in Matthew’s narrative,

Jesus has lived and traveled with the disciples
For twelve chapters or multiple months.
Never once has Jesus come out

And talked to the disciples about who he really is.

The disciples have had ample opportunity 

To witness the preaching, the teaching and the healing.
Jesus has shown them glimpses of the kingdom of heaven, here on earth,

But never once has Jesus, himself, talked about being God’s Son. 

In a culture, where connections, clan and family are key identifiers,

Where Jesus is called Jesus of Nazareth by those who wish to identify him,
Jesus has never exploited his divine linage,

Or used it to explain his role on earth.

Over the months, Jesus has traveled with the disciples

He hasn’t talked about God as his father,

He hasn’t told stories about his identity,

He has shown the disciples who he is,
By what he does.

Now after months of sermons, miracles, parables and cures,

The Pharisee and Sadducees have asked Jesus for a sign from heaven,
As a form of a test.

Jesus, of course, refuses to comply

And berates them about their need for signs.

Off by himself with his disciples, again,

Jesus realizes it is time for the disciples
To begin to understand who he is.

Imagine the scene!
Jesus and the disciples have reached 

Yet another stopping point in their journey together.

In Caesarea Philippi,

At the northern edge of historic Palestine,

Jesus has gathered his disciples around him.

He decides to help them know who he is,
By asking a question.

Jesus is using a tool any good teacher uses

To help students understand something,

The didactic method of using questions
To bring students to the important point.  

And like any patient teacher,

Jesus sets the stage

By easing into the critical point,

Asking the easiest question first.

First he asks the disciples,

“Who do the people say that the Son of Man is?”

Jesus has used the term “Son of Man”, 

A term used in the Hebrew Scriptures, in the Book of Daniel 

To refer to himself, emphasizing his humanity.

The disciples are all ready with an answer for this question.

They are primed to give Jesus the neighborhood gossip
About who he is.
They can answer things like John the Baptist, Elijah, and Jeremiah,

All well-known prophets in their own right.

They can dance around things

And talk about Jesus’ role as a prophet,
Because surely they have seen him behave as a  prophet.
But Jesus has been building up to the much harder question,

Instead of asking what those anonymous people are talking about,

Jesus asks “Who do you say that I am?”

Now the rubber hits the road.

The disciples have to “fess up”

They have to talk about

What they have seen and heard and learned.

And it is Peter, good old goofus Peter,
Who steps up to the plate.

In a stroke of insight,

Peter blurts out

“You are the Christ, 
Using the Greek word for the Messiah,

The Son of the Living God.”

What a statement!

This is the first time in the Gospel of Matthew,

That a human being has called Jesus, 

Messiah,

Or the Son of God. 

Peter has hit the nail on the head

Of who Jesus is,
And the connections that define him.

“You are the Christ,

The Son of the Living God.”

And Jesus rewards Peter

With a comment about his blessedness

And defines Peter in terms of his earthly father,
Blessed are you, Simon, son of Jonah. 

And then Jesus explains how Peter came to have such insight.

It had nothing to do with Peter himself,

Or with anything human.

God, Jesus’ Father, chose Peter for this revelation. 

Peter, in faith, has discerned what God
Wants all Jesus’ disciples to know.

Jesus is not just God’s messenger or prophet on earth,

Jesus is God’s very own anointed one,

God’s own son,

Sent to earth as a human being.  

The disciples now have knowledge,

Potent knowledge that changes everything,

And affects everything that they will do or say.

How they respond to the knowledge

That Jesus is the Christ,

God’s Son,

Is played out in the remainder of Matthew’s Gospel.

Peter, by God’s grace, understands that Jesus is God’s son.

But next week we will hear about how this knowledge

Doesn’t help him understand 

What messiahship means in terms of Jesus’ death,
At the hands of the Roman authorities. 

Just as Jesus’ disciples in Palestine had to grapple

With who he was and what that meant for them,

We, as his disciples in this time and place,

Have to struggle with the very same question.

Even today, Jesus asks us this question,

When we hear Matthew’s Gospel proclaimed.

“Who do you say that I am?”

How we answer that question

Affects everything in our lives as individuals

And in our life together as church.

Who is Jesus for you?

Is he just a good prophet,

Like any one of the Old Testament prophets?

Is he just a really good man,

Concerned about the poor, suffering and disenfranchised?

Or can you truly confess,

As we do each Sunday in the Creed,

I believe in Jesus Christ,

God’s only Son our Lord?

If we can proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord,
We are saying Jesus is in charge of everything in our lives.

And if I can truly say that Jesus is in charge of everything, 

That means that I’m not,

And that’s a very humbling confession!
We are able to speak those words

About Jesus the Christ as Lord,
In charge of our lives,

Only by faith, granted to us by God.

On our own, without the grace of God

We simply can’t get there.  

Only in faith can we struggle
With what it means in our lives

To say that Jesus is God’s Son

Sent to earth to guide us, lead us and save us.

What does struggling with and saying the words 

I believe in Jesus Christ, God’s only Son our Lord,
Mean for the ways in which you will live the rest of your life?
As you struggle with decisions about education, career choices,

Political options, family problems, and ethical dilemmas,

What does the confession of these words mean for you?  

What does it mean for what we do as church,

For the ways in which we minister together,

For the choices we make about how to use our resources,

For how we care for each other,

And for the decisions we make about how to show

Christ’s love to those outside the doors of this sanctuary.
Peter could say the words,

You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God,

But even he ended up denying Christ, when his life was on the line.

The disciples could hear the words about Jesus’ identity,
Without understanding what would happen to him,

When the Roman authorities arrested him.
Only by the grace of God, 
Can you, today, discern what the words,
“You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God,”
Mean in your life.
What does it mean in your life today

That God sent God’s only Son

To save you from the power of sin and evil? 

Only with prayer, faith and God’s grace,

Can we know we know 

What confessing those words mean for our lives together as church,

In this community in northern New Hampshire.  

Who do you say that Jesus is?

What is God telling you about the answer to that question?
And how does that answer change your life?

Jesus, you are the Christ,

The Son of the Living God.

Amen
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