30 October 2011 : Matthew 16 : 13-20 (p. 983)

Peter's Confession of Christ

    13 When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples : Who do people say the Son of Man is? 

    14 They replied : Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets. 

    15 But what about you? he asked. Who do you say I am? 

    16 Simon Peter answered : You are the Christ, the Son of the living God. 

    17 Jesus replied : Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven. 

    18 And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. 

    19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. 

    20 Then he warned his disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Christ.

SERMON

Today we find Jesus in a place called Caesarea Philippi – way off the beaten track, in the far north of Palestine close to the Golan Heights and the Syrian border. This was just about the furthest Jesus had ever travelled in His adult life. What was He doing away up there? What was this Highland Heritage coach trip about? The lesson we read today marks the point at which the whole life and ministry of Jesus changes gear. 
Up to now, Jesus has spent most of His time in Galilee, healing the sick, casting out demons, teaching crowds often numbered in thousands. Those were the sunshine days of Jesus’ ministry, teaching the Word of God with signs and wonders accompanying, for the most part a safe distance from the cauldron of intrigue and corruption that was Jerusalem. But now it’s all change. The fun’s over, the serious business about to begin. 
From now on, Jesus was headed toward the big city and the final showdown. It was round about this moment that Luke’s gospel [9.51] says : Now when the time was almost come for Jesus to be received up to heaven, Jesus steadfastly and determinedly set His face to go to Jerusalem … we might add, knowing fine what awaited him there.

Time was running out. If the disciples didn’t understand by now who Jesus truly was, what He was called to do, and what He was calling them to do, it could jeopardise God’s whole plan to save the human race. That’s how serious this was. Jesus needs to know where His friends were at in their thinking, and don’t forget He’s had a bit of a roller-coaster ride with them. For the benefit of those who didn’t hear my last couple of sermons here, let me quickly rewind and replay.
Last time, we saw the disciples in a tizzy because they forgot to bring pieces for a boat trip, forgetting how Jesus had miraculously fed the equivalent of the entire population of Hawick from one wee boy’s lunch-box. That earned them a telling-off for their unbelief. The week before, they got hot and bothered because a woman who wasn’t a Jew approached Jesus for help. This blew their little religious minds out of the water, so Jesus used shock tactics to waken their ideas up. He called the woman a dog. Did that put her off? No, it served to draw out the fact that her faith was greater than theirs.
To be fair, you’ve got to remember these men had never comes across anyone like Jesus. Indeed, no-one had – but the disciples were the ones who would have to pick up the ball and run with it after Jesus went home to his dad in Heaven. And even if they didn’t know that yet, Jesus certainly did. So they go for this long haul up to Caesarea Philippi, far from the usual crowds that followed them day and night, for some quality time together and some peace and quiet to have serious conversations about the future.
I picture them having this chat we read about this morning – sitting in the heat of the midday sun, their sweaty sticky feet cooling off in the headwaters of the Jordan after enjoying lunch together. It all starts innocuously enough. Jesus asks : Hey guys, who do people say I am? They probably thought that was a weird thing to ask.

But, because there’s nothing very threatening about it, it’s not too direct or personal, the disciples don’t mind passing on the comments they had heard from other people : Some say John the Baptist ; others say Elijah ; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets. Jesus nods His head thoughtfully as He takes a final slurp out of His can of diet coke. OK, I hear that. But ... em … what about you? Who do you say I am? 
That was what we call in the trade a conversation-stopper. In truth, that was a question most of them probably never even thought about. And that was the trouble. You see, the question : Who do you say I am? : is THE defining question for all of us. 
Who do WE say Jesus is? One of the greatest moral teachers in history? That’s a popular answer. An example, an inspiration to treat others as you want to be treated? Quite a few think that. A revolutionary, some people say. Others have even described him as the first socialist. All these answers would probably earn the teams high marks in a game of Family Fortunes, but if that’s all we think of Jesus, we’ve missed Him.

By contrast, if we’re to carry on the quiz game theme, I suspect the right answer would be a winner on Pointless. Only Simon Peter out of the 12 dared to come out with the correct response : You are the Christ, the Son of the living God. And I have a horrible feeling very few people today would be bold enough to come out and confess Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the Living God. But the fact is, He’s all of that, or He’s nothing.

Either Jesus is exactly what He claimed to be, the Christ ; the Son of the Living God ; the only Saviour of the whole world ; THE way, THE truth, THE life, without whom no-one can come to the Father ; or He is at best a nutter or at worst a fraud. To claim, as many do in various ways, that Jesus is just a good man, will not do. It simply does not fit the Biblical witness. “Good men” do not act or speak the way Jesus did, with the power and authority that Jesus had. “Good men” do not come back from the dead.
How did Simon Peter know this about Jesus? He didn’t hear it in church, he didn’t read it in a book, he didn’t see it on the Discovery Channel, he didn’t google it. Jesus tells us in v.17 : You are blessed, Simon son of John, because my Father in heaven has revealed this to you. You did not learn this from any human being. This wasn’t just information, this was revelation. There is a difference, and we’re going to look at that. 

But first, let’s see how it ties in with the next verse, as Jesus gives His friend the name we all know him by, a verse that’s had to carry a weight it really shouldn’t have to in terms of church government. Jesus continues : Now I say to you that you are Peter – which means a rock – and upon this rock I will build my church, and all the powers of hell will not conquer it. There is a word play going on here in the original Greek, but we need to take a moment to understand what it is.

Jesus uses two different words for rock. To his friend, He says : You are Petros – that means a boulder. If you had space to make a rock garden feature, you might get a petros delivered on a Keyline lorry as the centre piece. It sure wouldn’t fit in the car!  
But when Jesus says : upon this rock I will build my church : the Greek is petra. That’s much bigger than a petros. Think something like the Bass Rock or Ailsa Craig. Indeed the Amplified Bible uses the example of Gibraltar. The name Peter is like Rocky, or a chip off the old block, an affectionate nickname representing the fact that, for Peter, the penny has dropped about Jesus – but not that the church is built on him, as some branches of the church suggest. In fact, Peter would be mortified at the very idea.

What is the rock upon which Jesus will build His church? The same thing that Peter had a wee taste of when he was moved to say : You are the Christ, the Son of the living God : divine revelation. So what’s that? Let me start by telling you what it isn’t. Revelation isn’t just information. We live in an age when we have at our fingertips more than enough information about everything we could possibly want information about, and an awful lot we don’t want – but it doesn’t bring us closer to God.

Information comes from websites, newspapers, TV documentaries, glossy magazines, but a lot of it’s wrong. Revelation comes from the spirit of God and it’s always right. Information is knowledge of things. Revelation goes beyond knowledge into wisdom and understanding. Information is about facts, coming from your five senses, but only revelation, from the Word of God, can lead you into truth. In other words, the fact of a sore head, a scratchy throat and a runny nose, informs you that you have a cold, but revelation, from the Word of God, is that by the wounds of Jesus you have been healed

Information can tell you that Jesus of Nazareth is a historical figure whose existence can be verified from 2,000 years ago, who was executed as a criminal and whose followers claimed to have seen him risen from the dead. Information takes you that far. But it takes revelation to say : and for me, Jesus is Lord. Back in February 1981,   I knew the facts, the information, about Jesus, but my life was still a mess – a churchgoing mess, but a mess. When, on a walk down the route Jesus took carrying the cross to Calvary, I heard a voice say : and all that, Frank, I did for you – that was revelation. That was life-changing. This time it was personal. 

Has it become personal for you? Have you yet realised that all He did, He did for you? The risen Lord says in Revelation 3.20 : I stand at the door and knock. If you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in, and we will share a meal together as friends. Tell me, are you still keeping Jesus standing at the door of your life, outside in the pouring rain, as you just carry on with busy-ness as usual, ignoring His patient knock-knock-knock? Maybe when I’m older. Maybe when I’m not so busy. Maybe when the children have grown up. Maybe when I retire. Maybe when it suits me. Maybe.
What are you afraid of? What you might have to give up? Let me tell you, based on 30 years experience, there is nothing Jesus will ever call you to give up that you’re not bloomin’ well rid of. I pray that today each and every one of us will experience divine revelation of who Jesus really is, and what He means to us. 
Jesus asks you : Who do you say I am? How do you propose to answer that question? Son of God, by whose blood our freedom and the forgiveness of sins was purchased  ; by whom God reconciled us all to himself ; who brought us, who once were God’s enemies, separated from him by our evil thoughts and actions, into God’s own presence, holy and blameless as we stand before him without a single fault.
By offering His own body as a single sacrifice for all sins, of all people, for all time, Jesus our great High Priest has forever made perfect those who are being made holy. Christ Himself bore our sins in his body on the cross, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness ; by his wounds we have been healed. Though he was rich, yet for our sakes he became poor, so that we through his poverty might become rich.
I’ve just read out a whole bunch of New Testament scriptures telling you just some of the blessings that come our way when we makes Jesus the Lord of our lives. I have given you information. It’s up to you to take them as revelation. So, Frank, you ask, how do I do that? Listen. Jesus is infinitely more willing to come and make His home in our hearts than we are to invite Him. He’s there, knocking on the door of your life.

I urge you not to wait one minute longer. Open the door. Invite Him in. Receive Jesus as your Lord, your Saviour, your Forgiveness, your Healing, your Deliverance, your Peace, your Joy, your Hope. Lay aside your own prejudices and feelings, doubts and fears, long enough for Jesus to reveal to you just how much He really loves you.

Let Him reveal to you the astonishing truth that if you had been the only basket-case in the whole world, He would still have gone to the cross just for you. Let Him fill you with His Holy Spirit, wash away your broken past, and give you a glorious victorious future. You have nothing to fear. Take His hand and start the journey of new, abundant life, a life of health, prosperity and fulfilment, a life that even death cannot destroy. 

Jesus asks you : Who do you say I am? What is your answer?
