Questions Jesus Asks #1

“Who Do You Say I Am?”

Matthew 16:13-20
Since the start of the new year we have considered questions God asks. Today we shift from questions God asked in the Old Testament to questions Jesus asked in the New Testament. As we have seen in previous messages, these questions echo down to our own day with pointed relevance.

Each of us is confronted with important questions in this life. Some are of minor importance, but others have lasting, even eternal significance. The most important issue we must squarely confront is our relationship with God because that will determine our final destiny. This is true not only for people today, it was also important in the first century when Jesus came to earth. This is evident in His words recorded in John 8:24, “If you do not believe that I am the one I claim to be, you will indeed die in your sins.”

This morning we will turn our attention to a pair of questions Jesus asked His disciples in Matthew 16 and see how they reverberate in our own times.

In Matthew 16:13 we read that Jesus and His disciples came to the region of Caesarea Philippi. This was situated about twenty-five miles north of the Sea of Galilee at the foot of Mount Hermon, which was largely pagan territory.
 The area was first known about 200 bc by the name “Panion,” meaning “sanctuary of Pan,” a pagan Greek god associated with fields and herds. In 23 bc Caesar Augustus assigned the area to Herod the Great to rule for the Romans, and Herod’s son, Philip, took control of the region after his father’s death. Philip constructed an administrative capitol building at Panion and changed the name to Caesarea Philippi, honoring both Caesar and himself.  There is no record of any civilian habitation at the time, so Caesarea Philippi was an administrative center and not yet a city during Jesus’ lifetime. The Gospel accounts observe this fact, recording that Jesus and the disciples frequented “the region of Caesarea Philippi.”
 

The region was strongly identified with various religions: It had been a center for Baal worship in Old Testament times; the Greek god Pan had shrines there; and Herod the Great had built a temple there to honor Augustus Caesar. To this day, at the ruins of Caesarea Philippi, a visitor can see the remains of a region infested with idolatry, like a strip mall of paganism.
 It was in the midst of this pagan superstition that Jesus asked His disciples the most important questions they would ever hear.

“Who Do People Say I Am?”

 The first question is seen in verse 13: “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” Mark 8:27 records this question as simply, “Who do people say I am?” while Luke 9:18 renders it, “Who do the crowds say I am?” The Son of Man was Jesus’ favorite self-designation, and it is clear that he was asking a question about how He Himself was regarded by people outside His circle, not inquiring about how they interpreted Daniel 7:13. This is clear from Mark and Luke, neither of whom has “the Son of man,” but simply “who I am”.

In verse 14 the disciples answer, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” These options may seem odd to us, but there were some reasons for such answers.

John the Baptist would have been a natural choice for the identification of Jesus, particularly by those who had not encountered John personally and maybe hadn’t heard the news of his death. Identifying Jesus as Elijah may appear surprising, except that Jesus’ ability to do miracles and the expectation of Messiah’s coming might have caused the people to believe He was preparing the way for the Messiah in agreement with Malachi’s prophecy: “See, I will send you the prophet Elijah before that great and dreadful day of the Lord comes” (Malachi 4:5). There are indeed many similarities between Elijah and Jesus. Those people who saw the ministry and attitude of Jesus no doubt considered Him to be like Elijah because He also controlled the forces of nature. On the mountain near the shore of the Lake of Galilee He multiplied bread and fish (Matthew 15:29–38), and He raised a widow’s son who had died (Luke 7:11–17).

Why Jeremiah? There was Jewish teaching that Jeremiah will come, together with Isaiah, before the coming of the End (2 Esdras 2:18). And Judas Maccabaeus before his battle with Nicanor saw a vision of “a man who loves the brethren and prays much for the people and the holy city, Jeremiah, the prophet of God” (2 Maccabees 15:14).
 Or perhaps Jeremiah was the weeping prophet whose tender heart was broken at the sight of the decay of the nation. Certainly this attitude was seen in Jesus, the Man of sorrows.

How about today? If Jesus were to ask this question today, how would we answer? Some doubt that Jesus of Nazareth actually existed, but to do so one must reject ancient history and archaeology as well as the Bible. This is the answer of ignorance. Others believe that Jesus was a good man who taught people to love and to do good to others. A few think that Jesus was a radical revolutionary who wanted to lead a rebellion against the Roman oppressors. That was the hope of many in Jesus’ own day, but He went out of His way to quell such thoughts.

Other religions have opinions about Jesus, too. Cults believe that Jesus was a created being, perhaps an archangel or some heavenly creature, before becoming human. Islam teaches that Jesus was a great prophet—second only to Mohammed—and even agree that He was born of a virgin, rose from the dead, and will return to earth…but they reject any notion that Jesus is God the Son. 

The bottom line in all of this is that the people in general believed Jesus was a good man—even a great man—but something less than the promised Messiah of God. This is not an option available, though, as C. S. Lewis pointed out, 

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 a 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 patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.

One thing is clear: We can never make a true decision about Jesus Christ by taking a poll of the people, even though some do get their “spiritual knowledge” this way! The important thing is not what others say, but what do you say? The decision of the crowd (wrong or right) can never substitute for a personal decision.

“Who Do You Say I Am?”

In Matthew 16:15, Jesus turned the question to the disciples themselves. “But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?” The “you” here is plural, so the question was addressed to the entire group.
 If Jesus were in Texas, He would have used “y’all.” The word is also brought to the very front of the statement in the original Greek text, indicating that Jesus was emphasizing it: “But YOU, who do YOU say that I am?”

This is it—the all-important question. If they got this one wrong, nothing else would matter. Jesus knew He didn’t have much more time with them. He wanted to make sure that His disciples, who would be carrying on the preaching of the gospel after His departure, had a clear idea of His identity. It was the key to understanding everything—His teachings, His actions, and especially what He was going to accomplish in Jerusalem during the last few days of His public ministry. Without a right understanding of who Jesus is, there can’t be a right understanding of what He has done.

In verse 16 Simon Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” For all the times Peter put his foot in his mouth, he got this one right!

Peter declared that Jesus was not one among many—He was someone set apart from all others. “The Christ” is the Greek title for the promised Messiah for whom the Jews had been waiting. “Son of the living God” was a new title. In the OT, divine sonship referred to angels (as special messengers of God), to Israel (as a nation elected to perform the service of God), or to a king (one who had been given authority by God over Israel and other nations). Peter not only affirmed Jesus to be the Messiah; he identified the Messiah as the Son of God. Though the disciples had heard the Father call Jesus His beloved Son, as in Matthew 3:17, and had heard Jesus address God as Father numerous times, including Matthew 11:27, this confession went beyond that to express the understanding of their hearts.

In the Hebrew language, to be a “son” was to share all of the father’s qualities in common and to inherit the father’s privileges and power. No one dared call himself a son of God, or he would be guilty of blasphemy. Only someone having God’s divine qualities and powers, and possessing God’s ruling authority, could call himself “the Son of God.” And for Peter to give Jesus this title meant that Jesus was a worthy object of worship.

It may not be easy to understand precisely what Peter thought the Messiah (or Christ) would be and do (even with his insight that he was God’s Son), but he was certainly giving voice to an exalted view of Jesus. He could not have ascribed a higher place to Him. His words bring out the essential being of our Lord in the most comprehensive expression in the Gospels.

As previously stated, this is the all-important question. The answer to this question determines who are truly Christian and who are not. As the apostle John wrote in 1 John 2:21-23,

I do not write to you because you do not know the truth, but because you do know it and because no lie comes from the truth. Who is the liar? It is the man who denies that Jesus is the Christ. Such a man is the antichrist—he denies the Father and the Son. No one who denies the Son has the Father; whoever acknowledges the Son has the Father also.
Later he added in 1 John 5:5, “Who is it that overcomes the world? Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God.” To identify as a Christian requires that one affirm that Jesus is God—nothing less. 
Who Did Jesus Say He Was?

It is at this point that many today cry foul. “Jesus never claimed to be God!” they object. “That was a teaching His followers invented later, after His death! They twisted His words to mean something different than He intended!” What do we say to that? Who did Jesus say He was?

There are enough examples of Jesus’ self-identity to preach a series of sermons. I will just consider three. What is key in all of these passages is the reaction of Jesus’ hearers. It is clear there was no misunderstanding at the time the words were uttered.

The first is found in John 8. As usual, Jesus was arguing with the Jewish leaders, who claimed Jesus was illegitimate. “We know that Abraham is our father!” they said, implying, “No one knows who your father is.”

Jesus replied in verse 56, “Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.” 

“You are not yet fifty years old,” the Jews said to him, “and you have seen Abraham!” 

“I tell you the truth,” Jesus answered, “before Abraham was born, I am!” At this, they picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds.

At first glance, we might wonder why the Jews reacted so violently—they wanted to kill Jesus on the spot! But when we realize that Jesus claimed to be God when He said, “Before Abraham was, I am,” being the covenant name of God, then it becomes clear.

Two chapters later, in John 10:30-33, we encounter a similar situation:

Jesus said, “I and the Father are one.” 

Again the Jews picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus said to them, “I have shown you many great miracles from the Father. For which of these do you stone me?” 

“We are not stoning you for any of these,” replied the Jews, “but for blasphemy, because you, a mere man, claim to be God.”

The Jews knew exactly what Jesus was claiming—that He was God. And notice that Jesus does not try to correct them, as though they misunderstood!

Finally, in Matthew 26:63-65, as Jesus is on trial for His life, we read,

The high priest said to him, “I charge you under oath by the living God: Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.” 

“Yes, it is as you say,” Jesus replied. “But I say to all of you: In the future you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven.” 

Then the high priest tore his clothes and said, “He has spoken blasphemy! Why do we need any more witnesses? Look, now you have heard the blasphemy.”

Here Jesus is asked point blank if He is the Son of God and He answers, “Yes.” The Jewish leaders understood what Jesus was claiming, which if untrue was punishable by death. So there is no doubt that Jesus repeatedly claimed to be God in the flesh.

How does this apply to us now? These were all conversations that occurred thousands of years ago. What difference does it make today?

The questions Jesus asked do indeed echo to our day. William Barclay wrote,

Our knowledge of Jesus must never be at second hand. A man might know every verdict ever passed on Jesus; he might know every Christology that the mind of man had ever thought out; he might be able to give a competent summary of the teaching about Jesus of every great thinker and theologian—and still not be a Christian. Christianity never consists in knowing about Jesus; it always consists in knowing Jesus. Jesus Christ demands a personal verdict. He did not ask only Peter, he asks every [person]: “You—what do you think of me?”

It is a question we must all answer individually…and our eternal destiny rides on our answer to it.
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