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Jesus drops a kind of bombshell on us today in the gospel reading from Matthew, 
in the form of a question addressed to Peter.  Jesus begins by asking Peter who 
people are saying that Jesus is.  Peter runs through a number of a number of 
possibilities, but Jesus cuts him off by dropping the big one.  “But what about 
you?” Jesus asks, “Who do you say that I am?”  That’s the sixty-four-thousand-
dollar question, isn’t it?  It’s the pivotal question of the entire gospel.  Who do you 
say that Jesus was?  Who was Jesus?  A wise teacher?  A kind and holy man?  A 
prophet? Something more?  Does it even matter? 

One of my favorite Christian authors is C.S. Lewis.  I find that Lewis had a 
wonderful way of bringing clarity to the central issues of the Christian faith.  Lewis 
saw the question of “who Jesus is” in very simple terms.  Jesus said that he was 
God and Savior.  In C.S. Lewis’ way of thinking, there are only three possible 
conclusions we can rationally draw from this claim.  Jesus was either insane, or a 
liar, or he actually was who he said he was.  Each of these in turn leads to its own 
unavoidable conclusion about our relationship with him. 

If Jesus were, in fact, mistaken or deluded by his own identity, or was really lying 
to us, then we need no longer concern ourselves with him.  But to conclude that 
Jesus was God pretty much means that we’d better take seriously what he wants 
us to do.  I started off calling Jesus’ question a bombshell because if we are 
scrupulously honest and consistent, then our own answer to Jesus’ question has 
got to change our lives.  Lewis summarized this succinctly for us in another of his 
books where he wrote this: Christianity, if true, is of ultimate importance.  If it is 
untrue, it is unimportant.  The one thing that Christianity cannot be is “kind of” 
important. 

What CS Lewis is getting at is the fact that we do not answer Jesus’ question 
“Who do you say I am?” only by repeating a creed.  We answer it by how we live 
our lives.  But after Peter’s remarkable confession that Jesus is the Christ, the 
gospel lesson goes on to suggest that often there is a disconnect between the 
unassailable logic of CS Lewis and the way our discipleship plays out in the real 
world.  It’s easy for Christianity to be “kind of” important.  Despite our sincerest 
intentions, there is usually a gap between the beliefs we confess, and the way we 
behave day in and day out.   



 2

At least there was for Peter.  Today, he makes and extraordinary confession of 
faith – that Jesus is the Christ, the awaited Messiah.  Jesus tells Peter that insight 
like that has come from God Himself. Jesus calls Peter “the Rock” on which Jesus 
will build his entire church.  But that’s when things begin to go awry.   

Jesus began to teach that He, Jesus, must suffer many things, and must be 
rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, that he must be killed 
and after three days, rise again. (Matthew 16:18)  Peter was having none of that.  
Peter signed up to be on the victorious side – God’s side.  He tells Jesus that he’d 
better “soft pedal” the suffering and rejection thing.  Peter, you see, shared the 
messianic expectation of most of the Jews of his day.  They were awaiting an 
earthly king, a warrior, who would restore the place of Israel and its monarchy.  His 
understanding of what winning the kingdom meant was grounded in his 
experience of humanity and how the world worked.  And winning didn’t look 
anything like what Jesus was describing. 

It’s kind of a shock, isn’t it?  After Peter’s stepping out in faith; after his 
acknowledgment that Jesus was the Christ – the anointed One of God – Peter still 
can’t shed his own personal political agenda.  He confesses Jesus is the Christ 
and immediately tries to define for Jesus exactly what “being the Christ” is going to 
mean!  He is standing in God’s very presence, telling God how it’s going to be! 

But why should we think that Peter’s behavior is in any way unexpected?  Doesn’t 
that sound familiar?  Isn’t he really just doing what we do?   

Listen to what someone I know once wrote about his relationship with God, for 
example: “Until recently I had never had a perception of a God who is actively 
engaged in the affairs of humankind. Today I understand that this was mostly 
because that was the God I designed for myself.  My God could be trotted out in 
times of personal need, and the rest of the time, be kept safely tucked away in the 
back of my dresser drawer with my socks until I needed him again, while I went 
about my life.  I had, in fact, exactly the God I wanted to have.”  

Do any of you identify with that sentiment?  I do, because I wrote those words 
twenty-five years ago, when I was a lay person at Christ Church in Manhattan.  I 
spoke them from the pulpit of the church where I was a member, on Laity Sunday.  
That’s the kind of God Peter wants.  Isn’t it really the kind of God we all want – one 
who’s content just to meet with us here for an hour each week?  No muss, no fuss.  
No demands – at least, no difficult demands.  Certainly, no talk about sacrifice. 

Believing things about Jesus is not the same thing as believing in Jesus.  Knowing 
who Jesus is, fearing Him, admiring Him, or even loving Him, are completely 
different things from accepting Jesus’ authority over our lives. 

Jesus tells us exactly what we are called to do, remember?  Most of you can recite 
these words from today’s gospel lesson from memory.  “If anyone would come 
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after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” (Mark 8:34) 
To assent to the Lordship of Christ means accepting the same invitation that Christ 
gave to his followers in Galilee: to leave our self-centered lives behind, to take up 
our crosses, and to deny our selves. 

Now, here Jesus isn’t talking about self-denial in the sense that we usually mean it 
– the Lenten sense.  He isn’t talking about giving up smoking, or chocolate, or 
about fasting once a week.  Jesus is demanding that we leave everything that is 
not of God behind, and join him in a life of singular obedience.  Jesus gave himself 
for us without reserve, and expects the same thing from each of us.  If we speak 
with our lips that Jesus is “the Christ” – the anointed one of God, the King, then we 
are called equally to testify to that fact with how we live our lives. 

Obedience is, quite simply, the cost of discipleship.  It was German theologian and 
martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer who coined the phrase “cheap grace.”  That’s the 
tendency of Christians to hear only half the Gospel message, the part about God’s 
infinite capacity to take us back again and again when we’ve failed to obey.  Like 
Peter, we want to soft-pedal that part about obeying first.  It might be unfair to say 
we all want to get our grace cheap, but I’d venture to say that few of us expect to 
pay full retail. 

As I was preparing this past week it occurred to me how easy it would be to hear 
this sermon as merely the mother of all guilt trips.  A well-intentioned guilt trip, but 
a guilt trip nevertheless.  Eliciting guilt wasn’t really my intention.  But if you do feel 
a little guilty, that suggests two very positive things.  One is that you think the 
disconnect between what we say we believe and how we behave is true for you, at 
least a little.  The second is that you would like to change it.  You want the words 
we say in here on Sunday not just to align with the rest of our lives but actually to 
matter in our living.    

So, to that end, I want to give you a little homework.  It’s a really simple 
assignment, and you can actually do it anywhere.  You don’t have to write 
anything, or hand anything in. I just want you promise you’ll think about two 
questions sometime over the next week.   

Who do you say that Jesus is? 

But don’t spend any time thinking about that one, unless you honestly intend to go 
on to the next: 

In what ways am I going to let that answer more fully shape my life this week? 


