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Context
	Who is Jesus?  That is the question.  That is the ultimate question! How you answer this question shapes your entire life and eternal destiny.  It is a very important question!
	How do people today answer this question?  What are some ways you’ve heard people describe Jesus?  Have you ever heard people say he was a good teacher?  Some, including Muslims, say he was a prophet.  Have you heard people say he was a good moral guide, an example to follow?  Certainly Ghandi thought so.  Some say he was a political revolutionary. Some even say that he is the Christ, the Son of God.
	Over the past months we’ve been looking at Jesus from a number of different angles.  We’ve looked at Jesus the teacher, because he certainly was that.  We’ve looked at Jesus the child and Jesus the man, because he was certainly both of those. We have even looked at Jesus the radical, because he certainly was radical.  But as important as all of these facets of Jesus are, they are incomplete.  There have been many radicals and many good teachers.  But none of them stack up to Jesus.  Why? Because Jesus was so much more than just a man, teacher or radical.  In fact, being a man, a teacher and a radical were merely the result of what he really was- the Son of God sent to be the Saviour of the world.	
	Today we are going to address two questions: 1) Who is Jesus? 2) What does it mean to follow him? As we follow the interactions between Jesus and Peter, we will see Peter’s correct answer to the first question but his struggle to come to grips with the second.
	Let’s turn, now, to our text.  This passage marks a turning point in Matthew’s Gospel. Up until now, Jesus has been ministering in Galilee. Now he will begin his journey to Jerusalem where he will eventually be executed.  The conversation Jesus has, we are told, takes place outside Caesarea Philippi, on the very northern boundary of Israel.  The city itself had a number of temples in it to pagan gods including Baal of Syria, Pan of Greece and the Roman god-head Caesar. [pics] It is striking that Jesus would ask the question about who he is against this backdrop of other cultures, other religions and other gods. [Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew vol 2, p. 119]  Another really cool thing I discovered about Caesarea Philippi is that nearby there was a huge cave that became a place of worship to the god Pan.  Niches surrounded the cave, each with an idol in it.  Sacrifices were made in the cave and it was believed that this cave was the passageway between our world and Hades.  The cave came to be known as “the Gates of Hades”!  So when Jesus proclaimed to Peter that the Gates of Hades would not prevail against the church, he could very well have been pointing to this cave, surrounded by idols and pagan worshippers!
	Being so far away from their usual base of operations, it is no surprise that Jesus is just with his disciples, and not a large crowd at this point.  It is with this inner circle that Jesus brings up the question, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?”  This is a question that he wants to discuss with his disciples, not present to a larger audience.  Up until this point, Jesus has been preaching the Kingdom of heaven and performing miracles, but he has not made explicit claims about himself. [Bruner, p. 120]
Observations
	So what happens?  What discussion takes place in light of Jesus’ question?  Let’s make some observations about the passage.  The disciples first answer for the people.  They give several options: John the Baptist, Elijah, Jeremiah or another prophet.  Those who would answer John the Baptist clearly did not know Jesus or John personally or else they would have known that they were cousins and contemporaries of one another.  Elijah, as you may recall, was the OT prophet who was taken up to Heaven in a fiery chariot, avoiding death.  By Jesus’ day there was an expectation that Elijah would return to Israel to lay the foundation for the Messiah to come.  Jeremiah was a highly honoured prophet from the OT as well.
	Having heard these answers, Jesus brings the question to a point. He asks his disciples, “Who do you say I am?”  Peter, ever the spokesman, answers for the group, “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God!”  The word Christ is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew word Messiah which means “anointed one.”  Messiah, to a Jew, meant king.  Kings in the OT were anointed and God’s anointed one was the anticipated king who would free Israel.  If we were to modernize the term for today, we might say “You are the Answer, the Son of the Living God.”
	Peter’s answer is the correct one. Jesus is the Messiah, or Christ. He is the Answer, the long awaited king and saviour.  However, as we will see in later verses, Peter was right about Jesus’ identity but wrong about his work. [Bruner, p. 122] He is right about who he is, but not about what he does.
	Jesus praises Peter for his answer.  He calls him “blessed.” Blessed means happy, living life well. It is something God bestows and is to be envied.  “That guy is blessed- God is helping that man live life well, he is happy!”
	But why is it that Jesus says Peter is blessed? Because his answer, was revealed to him by God. It was not a conclusion Peter could come to on his own. It was not the result of logical deduction. It was not an answer that another person could have told Peter. It was the result of the work of God in Peter to reveal to him the identity of his Son.
	Verse 18 says that “upon this rock [Jesus] will build [his] church.” There has been much debate over what the rock in question is. Is the rock Peter himself, or Peter’s confession- the truth that Jesus is the Christ?  Some, Catholics in particular, emphasise the Peter part of the answer. Others, including most Protestants, emphasize the truth statement that Jesus is the Christ.  Really, it is both. [Bruner p. 127]  Peter points to the fact that Jesus is the Christ.  The rock upon which the church is built is pointing to the fact that Jesus is the Christ.  We must always remember that the church’s role is to point to this truth.  Martin Luther correctly pointed out that “One can tell false churches from true churches by the simple fact that false churches want to preach something other than Christ.” [Martin Luther in Bruner, p. 124]
	But what is the church? Today, two thousand years later, when we read the word “church” we think of an organization or a building.  But that is what the word church has come to mean, it is not what the word originally meant.  The word in Greek is very specifically about people.  Church means the gathering of called people.  It has nothing to do with buildings or organizations, it is the people who follow Christ.
	Jesus says that the gates of Hades will not overcome his church, his people.  We must remember that Hades is the place of the dead.  Hades is not Hell!  Death rules Hades.  Death will be punished in Hell.  The two places are very different.  So what does it mean that the gates of Hades will not overcome the church?  Gates were a sign of power.  A city’s gates were an indication of that city’s power and wealth.  So the gates of Hades means the power of death. [R T France, Matthew, p. 255] In Jesus’ immediate context, the Gates of Hades also meant the pagan idol worship going on nearby.   If we think about the power of death, the gates were not designed to keep people out, but to keep people in! [Bruner, p. 128]  So what Jesus is saying is that death will not overcome the church. Furthermore, the power of death is insufficient to hold captive the gathered people of Christ.  Some who are in the grips of death will be rescued and become part of the called people, the church.  Even death, which we think is so final, is not final and its power is not enough to stop the declaration that Jesus is the Christ and that declaration will actually pull some people from the clutches of death and bring them to eternal life!  Jesus himself was pulled from the grip of death in the resurrection and that power continues today and will pull Jesus’ people from death at the resurrection when Christ returns.
	Following on the gate imagery, Jesus tells Peter he will give him the keys to the kingdom of heaven. Today, it’s kind of like giving a teenager keys to the family car. [pics] This image in Jesus’ context is likely that of a chief steward left to manage his master’s household.  A chief steward would be given the keys to the house and the authority that goes with them to run the house. So Peter is being placed in a role of stewardship and authority over the kingdom of Heaven.  Remember, though, the kingdom of Heaven is not a place, it is the rule and authority of God.  This means that giving Peter the keys to the kingdom of Heaven means giving him stewardship of the authority and rule of God.  Later, in Matthew 18:18, Jesus extends this stewardship to all his disciples.
	As an illustration or explanation of the power of the keys, Jesus says that whatever Peter binds or looses on earth will be bound or loosed in Heaven. Binding and loosing were technical terms Rabbis used to talk about what was allowed and what was prohibited. [France, p. 256] The keys to the kingdom and the power to bind or loose meant Peter had the power and responsibility for allowing and prohibiting people from entering God’s rule.  This is what has lead to the popular image of Peter at the pearly gates of Heaven.  However, that is not what Jesus meant!  In Acts, Peter demonstrates his authority.  He uses the keys when he allows Samaritans and even Gentiles to enter the kingdom.  He even goes further, later on, at the council in Jerusalem, to say that not only were Samaritans and Gentiles allowed into the kingdom, but they didn’t have to become Jews to do it!  This is a clear example of Peter having the keys to the kingdom, binding and loosing on earth people who responded to the Gospel. The permission granted on earth to become Christians, to enter the kingdom, is parallelled in Heaven.
	Now, after all of this glorious praise for knowing Jesus is the Christ, Jesus says something startling. He solemnly charges his disciples not to tell anybody that he is the Christ.  Why is that?!?  Isn’t that the role of the church?  Well, as we will see in the following verses, Jesus’ role as Messiah was not at all what Jews in that day expected!  Had Jesus allowed the disciples to declare he was the Messiah, there would have been pandemonium based around a lot of misconceptions and misunderstanding.  For the disciples to preach Jesus as the Christ at this point would mean they would get it wrong, mixing in their own false expectations about political and military goals. [Bruner, p. 137]
	It is from this point forward that Jesus starts to teach his disciples what it truly means to be the Messiah, contrary to popular opinion at the time.  He says startling, unheard of things along the lines of his suffering, death at the hands of the religious leaders and eventual resurrection.  Likely, the first two things- suffering and death- were so startling that the disciples didn’t even hear the third thing- the resurrection.
	Ever the spokesman, Peter pulls Jesus aside to talk to him about his new message.  The phrase we have, “Never Lord!” in Greek reads literally, “God is merciful to you!”  The idea is, “God forbid!” or “God is too merciful to let this happen to you!” [Bruner, p. 142] This is a friendly rebuke, “a well-meant reprimand such as friends give when people are too hard on themselves.” [Bruner, p. 142] Peter was trying to protect Jesus.
	Jesus’ response to Peter this time is as firm a rebuke as his earlier response was praise.  “Get behind me Satan!”  This could also legitimately be, “Get back in line behind me Satan,” which was Peter’s proper place as a disciple.  In his passion to protect Jesus from harm, Peter inadvertently became the tool of the devil, coaxing Jesus away from the path of suffering that was his to walk.  Peter was thinking in earthly terms of victory, whereas Jesus was thinking in godly terms of victory through suffering.  This confusion on Peter’s part is an example of why Jesus had to instruct the disciples not to tell people he was the Christ! [France, p. 258] Even the disciples who knew he was the Christ didn’t get what that meant.
	Jesus speaks, then, to all the disciples, including Peter, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself, take up his cross and follow me.” As quickly as he scolded Peter, he offers him another chance to follow him, “If anyone.” [Bruner, p. 149] Observe, though, that it is his disciples that Jesus says this to.  Even those who have already chosen to follow Jesus need to continue to choose to follow him.  Discipleship must be a continual thing, it is not always true that we stay behind Jesus. [Bruner, p. 149] To follow Jesus means sustained loyalty. [Bruner, p. 153]
Interpretation
	So how are we to interpret this?  What does all of this mean?  Understanding who Jesus is includes understanding what he does.  His identity as the Saviour includes how he operates as the Saviour and that is often contrary to our expectations.  
	For instance, have you ever been disappointed in Jesus?  It’s hard to admit in church, among a bunch of Christians, but have you ever been disappointed in how things turned out and were further disappointed that Jesus allowed it to happen?  Some people commit to Jesus and things start going really well. Others commit to Jesus and things fall apart.  Have you ever found yourself in a situation and thought, “Jesus, I’m trying to follow you! Why am I in such a state?  Why are things so bad? I thought following you would make my life better!”
	I know a man who is in his 50's now, but he became a Christian in his early 20's.  As a teenager, he knew how to avoid getting in trouble, getting caught, but he and his friends were bad, bad boys! They began stealing from people’s houses in the neighbourhood.  Eventually they got other people working for them stealing things too.  Eventually my friend was able to furnish his whole apartment with stolen goods.  
	After some time, he went to a Christian meeting and there gave his heart to Christ.  The next day, as he looked around his apartment, he realized all his stuff was stolen. Much of it he didn’t even know where it came from, he just knew it was stolen.  As he was pondering what to do, there was a knock at the door. He opened it and there were a couple police officers. They asked him, “Do you happen to know anything about a TV stolen from such and such a place?”  Before my friend could think about it, he answered, “Yes, officer, I do. In fact, everything in my place is stolen.” [pic]
	The police arrested my friend and he went to jail! Imagine that! The first thing that happened to him after giving his heart to Christ was that he was arrested and went to jail!  I’m sure that more than once he pondered what had happened. Prior to following Jesus, he never got in trouble with the police. Once he became a Christian, life took a turn for the worse and he wound up in jail.  “Why did you put me here Jesus? I thought you had forgiven me!”
	Today, though, he looks back and realizes it was probably the best thing that could happen to him. While in jail, he had all kinds of free time on his hands and the only thing he had to read was a Bible!  He spent his first months as a Christian reading the Bible.  Jesus brought him through difficulty. He didn’t save him from difficulty.  In fact, Jesus redeemed the difficulty by giving him time to study the Bible!
	In Jesus’ day, people had all sorts of mistaken understandings of who Jesus is.  This is the same today.  Even within Christian circles people can still have false ideas about who Jesus is and what he does.  I am always concerned when I hear pastors and other Christian leaders making promises about success or financial blessing in the name of Jesus.  They preach that following Christ will make your life easy and comfortable. Some will say, “If you give us an offering, God will give you even more money back!”  That’s not what Jesus came for at all!  What does it mean, then, if you don’t have money, or if things don’t go well for you? Does that mean you don’t love Jesus enough? Some of those pastors would say yes. But that flies in the face of all the Christians who have died for their faith over the centuries, including those in the Bible, like Stephen, who were killed for their faith.  Certainly, none of the 12 disciples wound up rich and all but one of them died a violent death for their faith.  Where do they fit in this kind of thinking?
	So the question, “Who is Jesus?” is still a relevant question today, even for people who claim the name Christian.
	The great struggle to understand Jesus centres around the crucifixion.  The idea of an executed saviour is contradictory both logically and religiously. [Bruner, p. 124]  That is why the Jews of Jesus day didn’t understand until after the fact.  Even the disciples didn’t get it until after the resurrection- they were hiding in the upper room after the crucifixion.
	It requires a work of God in us to produce faith.  Thankfully, though, God does produce this faith.  Martin Luther took great courage from the fact that it is not through flesh and blood, it is not revealed to us by man, but by the Father in heaven.  Why? Because Luther accurately identified our wills as weak!  Thankfully, though, God’s will, which is much stronger and purer than ours, is the will at work in us to bring us to faith! [Martin Luther in Bruner, p. 126]
	But, having come to an understanding of who Jesus is, having come to a point of faith, what does it mean to follow Jesus?  Following Jesus means sustained loyalty. That loyalty is not only to Jesus, but to follow Jesus, not to get out ahead of Jesus, not to think we know better than Jesus.  
	Following Jesus means more than just saying you are a Christian.  Today, we follow people on Twitter. [pic] All that means is that we sign up and watch what they say.  There’s very little commitment. Maybe we retweet something funny or profound that they say.  Sadly, many Christians follow Jesus the same way. They sign up, read what he says, maybe repeating some of it, but they don’t commit their whole life, their desires and dreams, their money and work, their heart and mind to Jesus.  They follow him like they follow people on Twitter.
	Following Jesus means following him down the path of rejection and suffering. [pic] If any would follow Jesus, he must deny his own life, take up his cross and follow him!  This is very different than the message we so often hear, and believe ourselves, that following Jesus will be easy, that it will bring success, that Jesus will save us from hardship and the like.  Peter, and the church ever since, struggled to reconcile Jesus and suffering.  But that is exactly what Jesus taught both in his words and in his actions.
	That was Peter’s problem. Peter tried to point to God’s mercy to contradict Jesus when he said he would have to suffer!  We do that today still. I know I have heard many people say that in the End Times, Jesus will rapture his people before the time of Tribulation, precisely because he loves his people so much, or he is so loving, he wouldn’t let his people go through that!  But that was Peter’s argument here, God is so merciful he would never let his Anointed One suffer!  And Jesus calls him the devil and a stumbling block, a skandalon, a trap.
	Maybe you’re not into discussions about end time, but maybe you’ve heard other, similar arguments.  I know I’ve heard people say things like, “A loving God wouldn’t let people go to Hell.”  Or, “A loving God would not tell somebody not to get a divorce from somebody they didn’t love any more.”  Or, “A loving God wouldn’t tell gay people they can’t get married.”  Every one of these examples tries to point to God’s love or mercy in order to circumvent unpleasantness, suffering and even Jesus’ explicit commands! The danger in these situations, though, is that, like Peter, the advice is well meant and loving. [Bruner, p. 143] But you can’t use God’s nature to contradict God’s word!
	Turning away from ourselves includes turning away from our high ideas about the Christian life and following Jesus.  Peter was excited about following Jesus to victory. He was so excited, he wasn’t able to accept Jesus’ words about suffering being part of discipleship.  It is not only Jesus, but Christians also who are called to suffer. [Bruner, p. 150] Peter’s high thoughts about the work of Christ, the love of God and the victory of the church are all part of human thinking.  They are all things he is to turn away from when he denies himself. We are to turn away from those same things if we are to take up our cross and follow Jesus too.
Now Apply It
	So how do we apply this? How do we take this home?
	Knowing Jesus is the Christ is fantastic!  We need to come to the understanding that he is far more than just a great teacher, moral example, prophet or revolutionary.  We must come to understand that he is the Son of the Living God, the promised saviour.  That is crucial to salvation.
	But knowing Jesus is the Saviour does not mean we know what kind of saviour. It is still very easy to smuggle in our own ideas of what that should mean.  New life in Christ does not free us from struggles with unbelief, wrong belief, pride, lust or fear. [Bruner, p. 144] Peter knew Jesus was the Christ, but he was still vulnerable to trying to get out in front of Christ instead of following him.  He didn’t want Jesus to suffer or to suffer himself.  
	Following Jesus means following him no matter where that takes you.
	Have you ever been disappointed in Jesus? Do you struggle in life? Do you experience hardship or suffering?  Do you see people who deny Christ living it up, enjoying themselves and wonder why you feel miserable?  
	Or, have you served Jesus faithfully and still you suffer?  There are a lot of people in our church family who suffer physically.  Does that challenge your faith?  You know that time that you went through that really rough patch. That time when you were without work. Or the time you were struggling in your marriage. Maybe when your family member died or you had a falling out with a friend.  Did you wonder where God was? What he was doing?  Why you were going through it if you were a Christian?
	Following Jesus means eternal happiness in the next life, not in this life.  Why? Because the world is the enemy of Christ and Christ came to destroy sin, death and suffering. He destroys them, though, from the inside out.  It is by entering into suffering and death that Jesus defeats them. In the same way, ultimately, Jesus brings victory through our suffering and death.  Being a disciple means taking up your cross- a violent sign of suffering and execution!
	What does this mean for us on a daily basis? [following Jesus might affect...] Sticking behind Jesus, not getting out ahead of him, not trying to use God’s love or mercy to sidestep suffering, means that maybe you won’t get that promotion at work.  Have you ever wondered why your business is not as successful as others?  Maybe your business won’t be as profitable because your integrity for Jesus means you won’t follow other people’s business practices.  
	Do you see friends going out partying and wish you could have fun like they do?  Following Jesus may also mean less pleasure and enjoyment.  Christian obedience means not participating in drinking to excess, sleeping around or doing drugs.  It means not going to certain places or certain parties. It may mean going home earlier than everybody else before things start to go downhill.
	Have you ever struggled to make ends meet financially?  Following Jesus, making him Lord of your whole life, means you’ll have less money to spend on yourself. You will be tithing, giving to the poor and to other ministries. This means the houses you can afford are smaller than your colleagues. You may not have as nice a car or as new a car as your neighbour.  Jesus claims ownership over our whole life and calls us to deny ourselves. That means denying ourselves free use of our money, time and talents.
	You may even find that you have fewer friends by following Jesus. When we say no to the world, the world often says no back to us. You may find some of your friends don’t call you to get together as often when you give your continued loyalty to Jesus.  
	Following Jesus is not easy. It is not the road to the easy life.  Some people do find that giving their lives over to Jesus turns things go better in many ways. [pic] It’s a walk in the park!  That is fantastic! I know some fabulous stories of people here at Priory who turned their lives over to Christ or recommitted to him and found that their life circumstances turned around dramatically!  
	But that does not mean it will always be that way. It does not mean that obeying Jesus will lead to a sheltered experience. [pic] Sometimes it means following Jesus into battle with the world, into danger, heartache and suffering.  So if you find yourself trying to be obedient to Jesus, but life seems to be falling apart around you, do not despair!  Do not conclude that God is mad at you, or that you have disappointed him or that Jesus is not who he said he was. Experiencing suffering for following Jesus is actually a great sign that you are right where you need to be, following close behind your Saviour and Lord who went through the exact same thing.  Amen.

