Text: Mark 8:27-28
The first and most fundamental question of any disciple is “Who?”  “Who do you say that I am?”  If you don’t answer the who, you can’t move on to the what, how and why.  If you don’t answer correctly the who, your answers to what, how and why will look completely different.

Our text today is the hinge-point of Mark’s gospel.  Jesus takes his disciples to the far northern extent of his ministry and of anything that was ever called Israel, to Caesarea Philippi.  The Galilean miracle worker’s story is about to end.  The long march to Jerusalem, to the cross, is about to start.  And Jesus wants to know, “Ok disciples, what have you learned.”  So he asks them, “Who do the people say I am?”
And they come up with a bunch of answers, all fundamentally the same – John the Baptist…Elijah…one of the prophets.  The crowds who had been standing amazed at the wonder worker and asking each other who is this – such teaching and with authority – the winds and the waves obey him – have reached a conclusion.  Jesus is a prophet.  A great prophet – Elijah or John the Baptist – but still a prophet.

But then Jesus turns to his disciples.  “and you (special emphasis, you plural), who do you say I am?”  

We’ve all had those moments when someone has asked a question and it is as if our entire life hangs on the answer.  Why are you the best person for this job?  Will you marry me?  Will you take this woman to be your wife?  Why did you do that?  This is one of those moments.  It is the first and most fundamental question of any disciple.  “Who do you say that I am?”  The crowds, they had seen the miracles and heard some of the teaching, but the disciples, the disciples had heard the explanations.  Jesus, we don’t understand that parable, please explain it.  And the disciples would get the explanation.  Did any of that sink in?  “And you, who do you say I am?”
We, we today have the complete testimony.  We have the advantage of being on the other side and looking back.  We have the witness of the apostles.  We have the confession of the saints and the church…The question is the same, “Who do you say I am?”  Jesus stands before each and every person and asks “Who do you say I am?”
And we come up with all kinds of answers.  “Dead and deluded,” the modern atheist Daniel Dennett would answer.    Others who might not be as frank as Dennett would say a teacher or a moral visionary.  This is the crowd.  “Ehh, you are some kind of prophet.”  Some don’t see anything and are just trying to be nice.  They are just not being as forthright as Dr. Dennett in their answer to who Jesus is.    Some of this group, some of them know more.  But they answer prophet, because those messianic titles are scary.  They place claims on us.  They make demands.  Dr. Dennett comes right out and denies those claims.  Answering Jesus’ who question with – “some kind of prophet.”  Is the answer of the seed that fell on rocky soil or the seed that fell among the thorns.   It is the answer that lets the worries of this world break that personal relationship with our savior.  He’s a prophet – pointing the way – but that ultimately ends up not being the way we walk.
Peter answers for the disciples of all times, “You are the Christ!”  

[Pause]

Which is the right answer, but it meant something greatly different than what Peter thought.  Even to those of us who join Peter in that response.  The answer to Who is Jesus is just the start.

One of the fundamental Lutheran questions is, “What does this mean?”  If you went through a typical Lutheran confirmation, that question has been burned into your brain.  In fact, if the instruction took, that question became part of you.  I had a great example of that last week in Bible Class.  I was saying something vague and obtuse, probably with big words as a kicker, and Lorretta, God bless her, says “what does that mean?”  As a preacher you love to hear that question.  One it is great feedback that what you thought was smart, wasn’t so great, but more importantly it gives you a second chance.  It opens the door to conversation.  It is a show of interest that creates space for both parties to learn and grow.

That answer of Peter’s opens the door for “What does this mean?”  What does it mean to be the Christ?

And Jesus gives them the definition.  The Son of Man must suffer, and be rejected, and be killed, and rise.

That is not Peter’s definition.  Peter, takes Jesus aside and rebukes him.  Jesus, you are the Christ.  The Christ does not suffer.  The Christ causes our enemies to suffer.  Those Romans and the pagans and those good for nothing collaborators.  The Christ takes care of them.  The Christ is victorious.  When the messiah comes, Israel wins.  The messiah is not rejected.  The messiah is not killed.  The messiah goes from victory to victory.  The Christ vanquishes all before him until all peoples are under him.  You are the Christ!  Stop talking nonsense.   

Peter speaks for all of us a bunch of the time.  Peter is usually our entryway into the story.  Jesus you are the Christ, you have the power.  Surely you want to bless your people.  And so you can answer You are the Christ, and expect only good things.  You can get trapped in thinking things like, if I only have enough faith all this money and power and blessing will come.  You can answer Jesus, you are the Christ.  And following you, we are going to make this kingdom as large as possible.  Oh, you should see what we are going to build.  The works that we will do in your name.  The people we will win over to you.  You can also answer, Jesus, You are the Christ, and think immediately your glory is not of this world.  We must keep everything as clean and as pure as possible so that we can see that kingdom.  We can’t defile this people, this place, this doctrine or risk losing the glory in heaven.
There is a bit of truth in many of these answers.  The Christ does desire to bless his people.  The Christ does desire to see his reign expand.  And fundamentally his reign is not of this world.  But they all miss Jesus’ definition of the path of the Christ.  They all skip right to the glory.  The glory of worldly possession and power.  The glory of the realized kingdom of God either here or in the age to come.  They miss the progression – The Son of Man must suffer, be rejected, and be killed and then rise.
The glory comes after the heartache.  This time that we live in gets messy.  The age that is coming has already come in Jesus Christ.  We know what the conclusion is.  Just as Jesus rose from the dead, so will we, to take our place in the New Jerusalem.  But the age that is passing away is still too much with us.  And the doorway out of that dying age is cross shaped.

This dying age and its rulers do have authority.  It has authority over death.  It has authority over suffering.  It has authority over rejection.  Proofs we see sufficient of that.  But they do not have authority over life.  You can try and save your life in the present age.   But the only thing Satan and this age know how to do is destroy.  You can gain the entire world in the present age and Satan will still get to destroy you.  But they have no authority over life.  The worst that he could throw at Jesus was done.  The religious institutions and the political institutions put him on trial.  The crowds turned.  The scourge fell and the cross was carried.  Jesus submitted to that authority.  The son of man suffered and was rejected and was killed.  But the God the Father and author of life raised him from the dead.  Satan has no authority over life.
Jesus opened that doorway out of this age of death.  The door is cross-shaped.  The prophet pointed at it, but the Christ walked through it.  We can answer who – with the prophet and think we avoid that door, or we can answer who with Christ – and follow through that door out of death and into life.
