Sermon.   Halifax and Ingham    6/11/2022.
Reading: Matthew 16 : 13 - 20
Text:  Matthew 16:15. “Who do you say I am?”
Opening Comments.  
We live in an age and culture which is a confused mixture:-
· Some put a lot of faith and trust in organisations and governments
· We expect them to look after us and organise well
· BUT also an age of rebellion against authority and being let down by those in authority
Mainline Churches, as organisations, are in serious trouble also
· Membership declining
· Younger people disenchanted
· Discontent and division in the ranks
· Lost direction and purpose
· Bowing down to society’s trends and fancies
Other church organisations seem successful 
· Big buildings
· Big budgets
· Fancy buildings
· BUT we sense that all is not totally well:
· Scandals happen – some spectacular ones recently
· Greed seems ever present
______________________________________
SO: would like to look at the Matthew passage today. It calls us back to basics about the true nature of:
· The church
· It’s membership
· It’s purposes as Jesus planned it.
As we’ll see, our text “Who do you say I am” is central to this – a key question to all who 
· either say they are members of the church
· or who think they would like to be.
Take a moment to set the scene:
(a) The disciples had been with Jesus for some time (about 2 and a half years). They’d seen things and heard things – teachings, miracles, the fulfillment of prophesy about the coming of the Messiah.
(b) Jesus takes them up to Caesarea Philippi 
·  a high place with spectacular scenery
· A temple to honour Augustus Caesar – showing the Roman Emperor worship influences
· The centre of worship for Pan
· Lot of legends of the Greek gods apparently originated here
· Lots of temples associated with Baal worship
· ie Lots of conflicting opinions about who was worthy of a person’s loyalty and worship to be found here!!!
__________________________
So up here amongst all these influences, Jesus focusses on their understanding of who He is. He begins by asking the easy question about what other people think about who Jesus is. Various opinions are given:
· John the Baptist – the one who calls for repentance, points out faults, calls for things to be fixed up 
· Elijah – the one who predicted the coming of God’s glorious day but also exposed idolatries. (Malachi had predicted that Elijah would return – see Malachi 4:5 “I will send the prophet Elijah to you before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes”)
· Jeremiah or one of the prophets – announcing God’s judgement, mercy and plans for the future.
Various people saw Jesus in these ways – and still do. Churches often still limit Jesus’ words to these things!
___________________________________________
If He was asking today, here are a couple of other likely opinions:
· Good moral guide
· Helpful teacher
· Messenger to encourage us to love one another (especially at Christmas time.)
· PLUS a few “new age” ideas – perhaps “a person able to reach high point of human kind’s aspiration after the good, the true, and the beautiful” or some other such vague claptrap!
· THROW in a few Eastern ideas – a successful entrant in the “Human search for God” 
· PERHAPS “a spiritual genius”
· TODAY – the opinions would probably include some outright hatred and aggression towards Jesus and Christians  - “Hate filled Bigots” I think I have heard a fair bit lately. 
· PLUS: Jesus and His teachings are OK as long as they don’t conflict with how I want to run my life or with popular political correctness!
_______________________________________________________
Back to Caesarea Philippi:  Out there amongst the symbols of false gods and misplaced worship, and with all the background of popular opinions about who Jesus was, Jesus effectively says: 
“Too bad about all that – what about you – who do you say that I am? It doesn’t really matter what other people’s opinions are – what do you think?”
Peter (maybe on behalf of the group?) answers “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God!”
Jesus gets very excited – “Happy are you, Peter – good for you – you know and have seen the truth!”
_________________________________________________
A REMINDER about an incident you would be familiar with which happened a bit previously to this one – the one where some fellows broke a hole in the roof of a house to get their paralysed friend to Jesus for the opportunity for a healing. Before Jesus heals the man to walk again, He says to him, “Son, your sins are forgiven.”
· A controversy and an argument breaks out – only God can forgive sins – how dare you be so presumptuous! The religious leaders label Jesus a Blasphemer
· “Yes”, says Jesus, “but his healing proves his sins are forgiven”.
· No doubt this incident and argument were running through Peter’s mind as he answers Jesus. Either Jesus was a blasphemer or He spoke and acted with the authority of God Himself – the Son of God!
_______________________________________________
ASIDE: 
In his book Mere Christianity, C S Lewis spoke to the issue of people who like Jesus and respect him but do not worship him. This is what Lewis said:
“I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.” That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.”
Out there at Caesarea Philippi, Peter realises the truth. “You are the one, the promised one, the anointed one.
The one looked forward to in Old Testament prophesy! All of the sacrificial system pointed to what He would achieve and Peter sees it all fit together. His eyes are opened.
Did he understand everything? – NO!! He had much more to learn AND a lot of remoulding to be done! But here was the starting point – the opening of the eyes!
How did Peter arrive at this clear, concise understanding of who Jesus was?
Jesus points out that a realization like this can’t be arrived at by “flesh and blood” (ie simply by human understanding and reason and knowledge)  - only by God speaking into the heart!
Ie “Peter – you didn’t get this on your own – it is God’s gracious gift to you!
This is hard to swallow for many modern people who essentially worship and rely on human wisdom and understanding alone such as our culture does. This is why people scoff and laugh and dismiss things of the spirit.
Paul puts it like this in 2 Corinthians 4 : 6:- “ For God who said ‘Let light shine out of darkness’ is the One who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”
Unless God by His Spirit shines into our hearts and reveals the truth, we will never conclude that Jesus is the Christ – the Son of the Living God. 
It is this step of responding to the voice of the Holy Spirit when he speaks to your heart that Jesus was describing when He spoke to Nicodemus about when He said “You must be ‘born again’ by the Spirit of God or you will never see the Kingdom of God.”
​​​​​​​​​_______________________________________________________
ASIDE: This statement by Peter is an example to illustrate the true meaning of the word CONFESS. Peter makes here a confession.  The word “confess” essentially means to “agree together” – “to come to a common agreement”. It works like this:
· God speaks to reveal a truth to the heart of a person
· The person recognizes the truth
· Says “Yes, Lord, we are in agreement over this matter. I see myself the truth of what you are pointing out to me.”
Usually we use this word in relation to Confession of Sin. It works the same way. We come to an agreement and acceptance that the action (or whatever) has been wrong.
______________________________________________
SO, when  Jesus asks, “Who do you say that I am?”
· He wasn’t asking a theological, doctrinal quiz question requiring some well explained details and justifications.
· He was providing an opportunity for confession – an opportunity to take in a living, vital truth and make it personal.
· Peter takes the opportunity and Confesses.
__________________________________________________
IF Jesus is saying to you today “Who do you say that I am?”
You’ve got a few options:
· I know You already, Jesus. You are Lord. We sorted this out some time ago. (This I know applies to many of you here today.)
· Might say “Leave me alone – don’t upset my life!”
· Might say “Leave me alone – I refuse to accept anything outside what my understanding and human wisdom defines!”
· Might quote a popular opinion or two to avoid getting personal – maybe even parrot off a creed or a catechism from your heritage – perhaps from Sunday School days.
· If God is speaking to your heart saying “Jesus is worthy of your trust”, there is the opportunity to Confess and be “born again”.
Up to you really. No fancy words from the preacher can force any decision out of you.
_____________________________________________
GOING ON with the discussion at Caesarea Philippi:
Jesus says “You are Peter, and on this Rock I will build My church.”
This statement and what people have claimed it meant has caused much bitter argument and division over the years – it is the centre of the fundamental disagreement between the traditional, official Roman Catholic and the Protestant understanding of the structure and role and authority base of the Church.
Some have taken this statement to mean that Jesus was saying that the Rock upon which He would build His church was Peter himself and that his successors would be the source of all authority within the church – essentially that Peter = Pope no1. (I need to say that I’m not sure that this is still the current official, formal Roman Catholic position on this matter!)
(There is a sense in which Peter and the other Apostles were a foundation as Paul says in Ephesians 2 : 19&20 
“Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and strangers, but fellow citizens with God’s people and also members of his household, built on the foundation of the Apostles and Prophets, with Christ Jesus Himself as the chief cornerstone”)
But to interpret Jesus statement as saying that Peter himself was the Rock Jesus referred to 
in the light of the conversation Jesus has just had, surely misses the point altogether!
A short word study about the original words used by Jesus is helpful to see how the conversation fits together.
· When Jesus changes Simon’s name, the word is “petros” from which we have the English version Peter. “Petros” refers to a small piece of stone – solid but still small such as might be used as a building block.
· When Jesus speaks about the rock of foundation for His church, He uses the word “petra” which is used to describe a huge lump of rock – Eyre’s rock, Rock of Gibraltar maybe – bed rock on which buildings can be supported.
Surely Jesus is saying:-
· Peter – a building block (certainly a most significant one) – small, one of many.
· The Rock – His confession in response to God’s revelation to him.
It is not Peter’s personality or strength upon which the church is built but his confession that Jesus is the Christ.
This is the basis of true membership of Christ’s church – the conviction in a person’s heart that Jesus is the Christ – the Anointed one – Saviour – the Son of the living God. The One who can rescue us from the prison of our corrupted human hearts. 
It is this rock that the church is built on!!!
____________________________________________
MAKE A COMMENT also about the word translated “church” that Jesus uses here:
It’s not a new word He invented. It’s the same word which was common in the language of the time meaning an assembly of people who gathered together for a special purpose – maybe a common job to get done, maybe a common interest to pursue, some common bond which bound them together.
The word was “Ecclesia”. 
That’s all! – Not a government system, Not a hierarchy with upper and lower classes, Not an opportunity to establish those with power and those who must obey.
Jesus is saying, “I will build a community whose basis of coming together is this common understanding that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God”.
He was not authorising a huge bureaucracy with governments, big budgets and wealth, lots of ecclesiastical machinery and paraphernalia. These are features which human systems and denominations tend to develop – even when they begin with the best of intentions.
In His next statement, when He promises that the Gates of Hades will not prevail against it, He is not making a promise to preserve human organisations and denominations.
History is littered with the dry bones of dead denominations and even now some are tottering. Denominations and traditions serve a purpose for a season and God has seen fit to bless and use many such movements over the centuries, but they are not primarily what Jesus is speaking of in our reading.
Examples:
· Francis of Assisi and his band revitalised the church with cheerful evangelism and self denying service BUT 150 years later, the Franciscan Monks were feared as immoral tyrants.
· John Wesley established the Methodists in discontent with the behaviour of the Anglican church of the day BUT only 70 years later, Willian Booth came out from the Methodists in discontent to establish the Salvation Army. 
When we gather as a church fellowship (formally or informally), our prime purpose is to show and bear witness to our common conviction of who Jesus is.
Our “worship” gatherings are to give public expression to the unsurpassable worthiness of God as revealed in Jesus,
We need to be wary of getting sucked into thinking that the human organization and traditions are more important than the enjoyment of God’s revelation to us.
______________________________________________________
TO FINISH: The conversation in our reading goes on to touch on three more matters – all of which concern Jesus purpose for His church 
· Gates of Hades
· Keys of the Kingdom
· Binding and Loosing
There is a lot we could say about all three. I would just like to make a couple of comments about the first two. The last needs careful thought – we’ll leave it for today. I think there’s some encouragement here to leave you with – not a thorough study.
FIRSTLY. Re The Gates of Hades not prevailing against the Church. Here’s the thought:
· Gates are used to keep things out and to keep things in.
· Hades is the place of death
· Death holds people as captives – keeps them in. Whether it’s the fear of death itself or the fear of eternal consequences – death holds people in its power.
· But Jesus says these gates are no match for my church – the fellowship of those who know the one who defeated death and rose again.
· To know Jesus, His love and what is achieved by His death and resurrection defeats this fear – breaks down the gates – releases Hades grip!
· This is one purpose of the existence of the assembly of those who know Jesus as Lord.
· Isaiah prophesied about the coming of Jesus: (Isaiah 9:2) “The people who walked in darkness Have seen a great light; Those who dwelt in the land of the shadow of death, Upon them a light has shined.”

SECONDLY: Re “I will give you the keys of the Kingdom”. Here’s the thought:
· Keys open doors – give entry.
· Living in God’s kingdom, knowing His presence and love – this is the result of knowing Jesus as Lord.
· How do people come to the point of being able to receive God’s revelation and confess Jesus as Lord?
· It’s usually (not exclusively – but usually) as they meet and experience those who already do!
· It’s in that sense that you who know Jesus as Lord open the way to others by your
*faith
*faithfulness
*life influenced by God’s Spirit
*self denial and sacrifice
*genuine obedience to His will
· Jesus uses these things as His vehicle to influence others.
This is the encouragement then:
· If you are looking into who Jesus is -  seek out those who confess that Jesus is Lord – spend time – allow God to show you what the barriers are in you that prevent His revelation and your confession.
· If you already know Jesus as Lord, be encouraged to spend time with those who don’t, so that they might be able to see God at work in you.
AMEN.    Sing “In Christ Alone” to close.
