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In East Africa, Christians say that Jesus is ‘the first ancestor.”  In Ghana he is referred to respectfully as 

“the great snake.”  The Lakota Sioux Indians refer to him as “the buffalo calf of God.”  Historian 

Jaroslav Pelikan, of Yale University, calls Jesus “the man who belongs to the world.”  

 

It's hard to think of any other figure who, over the millennia, has been claimed by so many people, in so 

many different ways and for so many different purposes.  Yet aside from our cherished Gospels, very 

little is known about the historical Jesus.  Apparently, historians don't seem to care about a Galilian 

peasant who neither wrote a book, nor held office, nor led an army.  How ironic then, that Jesus, who 

single-handedly changed the entire course of history, was ignored by historians of his day, and even to a 

large extent, is still dismissed by many of the intellectuals of our modern times.  That's why we're going 

to look at the question Jesus asked in today’s scripture, “Who do you say that I am?”  “Who do you say 

that I am?”  

 

It had been a very busy time among the hills and valleys of northern Palestine. There, in the land of 

Gennesaret, and in the towns of Tyre and Sidon, and on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, Jesus of 

Nazareth had rebuked a group of Pharisees for their hypocrisy, rid a Syrophenecian girl of unclean 

spirits, restored a deaf man's hearing, and fed a multitude of thousands with a few loaves of bread and a 

few small fish.  Then, boarding a ship, Jesus sailed to Dalmanutha, where he confronted the Pharisees 

once more.  From there he traveled to Bethsaida, where he healed a blind man.  Afterward, as he walked 

north toward Caesarea Philippi, Jesus, in a straightforward manner, asked his disciples the question, 

“Who do people say that I am?”  

 

Some of the disciples replied, “John the Baptist.”  Others said, “Elijah,” still others, “One of the 

prophets.”  Unmentioned by the disciples on this occasion were the many choicer and less admiring 

epithets for Jesus then spoken in Palestine—blasphemer, false prophet, madman.  Jesus persisted: “But 

who do you say that I am?”  Only Simon Peter ventured the reply: “Thou art the Christ.  Thou are the 

Son of God.”1 
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“Who do you say that I am?”  This is perhaps the most significant question in the whole of the Bible.  

Why?  Because how we answer it defines not only the depth of our faith, but also how we regard the 

very basic tenets of Christian belief.  And ultimately, it defines how we live our lives.  Let’s consider 

this further.  Interestingly, right after Jesus asked this question, he told the disciples his purpose for 

coming.  To suffer and die for our sins, but then to be raised from the dead.  Now if this is the case, then 

the answer to Jesus' question is simple.  He is, as Peter said, the Son of God.  Which is what St. Mark 

states in the opening line of his gospel.  But you see, this answer has many more implications.  It 

implies Adam and Eve's fall from grace, the concept of Original Sin and the need for a Savior in the first 

place.  It implies that the Son of God became a man through a virgin birth.  And it implies Jesus did 

indeed die for our sins, was then resurrected and appeared to hundreds of people in some physical form, 

assuring us of life eternal.  Yet, let's face it, many of us harbor certain doubts about one or more of these 

things.  But let me assure you, doubts are a natural part of believing.  Doubts do not equate with 

unbelief.  Christian theologian Paul Tillich puts it this way: “Doubt isn't the opposite of faith; it is an 

element of faith.  A proposition you couldn't doubt wouldn't be a matter of faith.”  Søren Kierkegaard 

defines faith as “a passion for the impossible.”  Now, is God opposed to our doubts, our thinking and 

reasoning?  Absolutely not; God gave us the gift of reason.  He wants us to use all of our powers of 

imagination and analysis. But faith goes beyond reason; faith is a passion for something we cannot fully 

understand.  That’s what makes God – God. 

 

But there are many who go far beyond doubt when it comes to God.  There are those who frankly, don’t 

believe.  Here are just a few of those extreme views.  Author J. R. Tolkien argues that Christianity is the 

ultimate fairy-tale, the truth of which all the other myths and tales were simply a parody.  Theologian 

Dr. Barbara Thiering states that Jesus was part of a sect who lived near Qumran near the Dead Sea.  He 

was married and had three children, then he divorced and remarried.  And he didn’t die on the cross.  

Anglican Bishop John Shelby Spong believed that Jesus wasn’t born of a virgin but that Mary was 

raped.  Jesus himself got married, and the wedding in Cana was probably his.  Regarding the 

resurrection, he claims that was just a vision of Simon Peter's.  He describes it this way: ‘Suddenly it all 

came together for Simon. The cross was Jesus' ultimate parable, acted out on the stage of history, to 

open the eyes of others as the sign of God's love.  It would be fair to say that in that moment Simon felt 

resurrected….and at that moment, Simon Peter saw Jesus alive.”   

 



When it comes to belief, doubt and outright heresy, I'm reminded of one of Jesus' parables; the parable 

of the landowner who planted a vineyard and leased it to tenants. God, of course, is the landowner, the 

vineyard is this creation in which we live, and we are his tenants, responsible for caring for this creation 

and the people in it.  Planting and nurturing and insuring that we bring forth good fruit.  Ever increasing 

good fruit!  In Jesus’ telling of the story, the landowner sends servants to collect his produce.  Now 

these servants represent the prophets who came before Jesus and encouraged people to come back to 

God.  But the tenants beat one servant, killed another, and stoned a third.  Finally, the landowner sends 

his son, expecting the tenants to respect him.  Thus Jesus came, to show us who God is and how we are 

to live.  But when the tenants saw the son, they seized him, threw him out of the vineyard and killed 

him.  Here, of course, is the message of Jesus’ life.  When God sent his Son to us, we killed him.  This is 

the insane resistance some have to God’s plan for the world.2  A resistance that still exists today! 

 

Now admittedly, part of the resistance many people have is because of that great mystery we all struggle 

with - the mystery of good and evil.  We see it playing out in Ukraine.  And mystery, especially 

surrounding God, intimidates us, suggesting a limit to our capacity to know and understand, and thus be 

in control.  But as T. S. Elliot writes, “You are not here to verify, instruct yourself, or inform your 

curiosity.  You are here to kneel.”  So can we kneel in the face of mystery?  Pastor Paul Prather 

addresses this when he says, “There is a basic ambiguity in our beliefs.  That is, if God does indeed love 

us, yet doesn't prevent our suffering, then he appears not to possess much power.  If, on the other hand, 

God is all-powerful and allows us to suffer anyway, then either he must not be very caring or at least he 

plays favorites.  Philosophers and theologians have wrestled with this dilemma for centuries.  

Christianity always has tried to hold the contradictions in some sort of equilibrium.  God is love, it says.  

God is all-powerful.  But people often suffer because God allows evil to exist.  I think this is where 

faith, mystery and reverence become important.  Staring at such conundrums, when faced with such 

choices, we can dismiss God, or we can admit that God might be greater than we are.  We can decide 

that we understand more about right and wrong than God does and constantly second-guess him, or we 

can trust that God knows more than we do about these things.  I believe in God, but often I don't have a 

clue as to what he is doing.  Yet, yet still… I choose to bow. ”  To kneel! 

 

So let me ask – how would you answer Jesus’ question, “Who do you say that I am?”  Think a moment. 

Because the way we answer this question has the potential to change our lives.  Was Jesus just a good 
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teacher or was he the Son of God... the Christ?  If we acknowledge Jesus just to be a divinely inspired 

teacher, then all we have to do is pay attention to what he says, choose the teachings we like, and live 

them out to the best of our ability.  But if we see Jesus as the Savior of the world, the very Son of God, 

that elevates him to a different status.  For if he is the Son of God, then the proper response means we 

will bow before him in worship, we will follow all his teachings, not just the ones we like, and we will 

live our entire lives as an offering to him. 

 

Pastor Martin Copenhaver tells an interesting story about that kind of affection and devotion to Jesus.  

He says, “A few years ago I had a memorable dinner with four ministers, one of whom was the famous 

Frederick Buechner. As we were lingering over coffee, I posed this question to the group:  If you could 

meet anyone in history who would it be?  Responses varied.  As I recall, I said I would want to meet the 

Apostle Paul.  When we all had a chance to respond to the question, I pointed out the curious fact that, 

among four Christian ministers, no one said that he would want to meet Jesus.  Buechner immediately 

responded, ‘No, oh no!  If that happened I would dissolve into a puddle of tears.’” That is someone 

whose answer to this question would be “Jesus is the Son of God, the Lord of my life.” 

 

 “Who do you say that I am?”  It is a question for the ages.  It is a question for you.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 


