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Who	Do	You	Say	That	I	Am?	
	

Please	pray	with	me:	may	the	words	of	my	mouth	and	the	meditations	of	all	of	our	hearts	
be	acceptable	in	your	sight,	O	Lord,	our	rock	and	our	redeemer.	Amen.		
	
Are	any	of	you	familiar	with	the	“what	I	really	do”	meme?	It’s	a	series	of	images	that	goes	
around	Facebook	every	now	and	then.	The	title	of	each	meme	is	an	occupation	or	identity	
group,	 like	 accountant,	 or	 runner,	 or	 lawyer,	 and	 the	 meme	 consists	 of	 six	 images	 that	
correspond	to	what	different	groups	of	people	think	you	do,	 like	your	friends,	your	mom,	
society,	and	your	constituents.	The	final	two	panels	are	your	own	perspective	on	what	you	
do,	your	ideal	image	of	yourself	and	then	the	reality	of	what	you	do.	
	
This	meme	first	came	out	around	the	time	I	was	in	seminary,	so	for	many	of	us	there,	we	
created	and	shared	memes	about	being	pastors,	or	at	least	pastors-in-training.	Our	friends	
thought	we	always	wore	robes	and	preached	a	 lot,	our	moms	thought	we	were	baptizing	
babies,	 society	 thought	 we	 officiated	 at	 destination	 weddings,	 the	 congregants	 in	 our	
congregations	 thought	 we	 studied	 scripture	 all	 the	 time.	 We	 thought	 we	 were	 radical	
Christian	revolutionaries	like	Shane	Claibourne,	doing	ministry	in	the	inner	city	and	solving	
community	problems	with	 the	good	news	of	 the	Gospel.	Well,	 actually,	 like	many	of	 you,	
what	we	actually	did	was	spend	lots	of	time	answering	emails.	Not	quite	as	exciting	as	what	
we	said	we	did.	
	
Besides	 being	 funny,	 these	 memes	 highlight	 the	 vast	 difference	 between	 what	 different	
groups	of	people	might	think	and	understand	about	a	particular	occupation	or	identity.	You	
probably	realize	that	people	think	they	know	what	you	do,	and	what	you’re	all	about,	and	
there’s	a	good	chance	they’re	wrong.	Taking	it	a	step	farther,	if	what	we	do	is	reflective	of	
who	we	are,	in	a	sense,	then	“what	I	really	do”	becomes	“who	I	am”	and	“what	do	you	think	
I	do?”	can	become	“who	do	you	say	I	am?”	
	
This	is	the	central	question	in	today’s	reading	from	the	Gospel	of	Mark.	We	meet	Jesus	and	
his	disciples	at	Caesarea	Philippi,	 the	northernmost	outpost	of	 Israel’s	expansion.	Here	 in	
this	 border	 city,	 far	 away	 from	 Jerusalem	 and	 far	 away	 from	 centers	 of	 religious	 and	
political	 authority,	 Jesus	 asked	 his	 disciples	 a	 question,	 “who	 do	 people	 say	 that	 I	 am”?	
Their	answers	probably	came	very	easily.	After	spending	a	lot	of	time	on	the	road	with	him,	
they	knew	that	people	weren’t	quite	sure,	but	thought	he	might	be	John	the	Baptist,	Elijah,	
or	another	one	of	 the	great	prophets	of	 Israel.	His	acts	of	healing,	 teaching,	and	sparring	
with	the	religious	authorities	all	pointed	to	these	possible	identities	as	a	familiar	hero.		
	
But	Jesus	pressed	them	further:	“who	do	you	say	that	I	am?”	Not	what	other	people	think.	
You.	He	made	it	personal.		
	
These	answers	probably	didn’t	come	as	easily	for	most	of	the	disciples.	Except	for	Peter	–	
he	could	always	be	counted	on	to	speak	his	mind.	Peter	proclaimed,	“You	are	the	Messiah!”	
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I’d	imagine	it	was	with	some	solemnity	because	of	the	weight	of	the	title,	and	also	a	bit	of	
pride	because	he	thought	he	got	it	right.	
	
But	Jesus’	response	told	him	otherwise.	First	he	ordered	everyone	to	keep	Peter’s	remarks	
quiet,	 then	 he	 began	 to	 talk	 about	 rejection,	 suffering,	 death,	 and	 resurrection,	 and	 then	
rebuked	Peter	 after	 Peter	 had	 rebuked	him.	 Peter	 claimed	 that	 Jesus	was	 the	messiah,	 a	
hero,	 but	 this	didn’t	 sound	 like	 any	 sort	 of	messiah	he’d	heard	of!	What	happened?	 Isn’t	
Peter	right?	Jesus	is	the	Messiah	–	isn’t	that’s	what	we’ve	all	learned	in	Sunday	School	and	
in	bible	studies,	even	heard	it	in	sermons?	
	
All	of	us,	gathered	here	thousands	of	years	after	this	event	took	place,	have	an	advantage	as	
we	approach	this	story.	We	know	the	end	of	the	story.	We	know	that	Jesus	is	the	Messiah,	
the	Christ,	the	anointed	one.	In	fact,	the	very	beginning	of	the	Gospel	of	Mark	tells	us	this	–	
it	reads	“the	beginning	of	the	good	news	of	Jesus	Christ,	(or	Jesus	the	Messiah),	the	Son	of	
God.”	As	we	keep	reading	Mark’s	Gospel,	or	pretty	much	any	of	the	Gospels	or	books	of	the	
New	Testament,	we	know	that	Jesus	is	the	Messiah,	and	we	know	what	kind	–	he	is	rejected	
by	 the	 religious	 authorities	 of	 his	 time,	 suffers,	 dies,	 and	 he	was	 resurrected.	We	 have	 a	
distinct	narrative	advantage	over	all	those	who	were	there	at	the	time,	which	impacts	the	
way	we	hear	this	story	today.	
	
Peter,	of	course,	knew	none	of	this	when	Jesus	asked	“who	do	you	say	that	I	am?”	He	didn’t	
know	what	kind	of	Messiah	Jesus	actually	was.	When	Peter	confessed	Jesus	as	the	Messiah,	
he	understood	Messiah	in	a	political	sense.	This	was	a	well-known	concept	in	his	time,	and	
someone	people	were	waiting	 for	–	 in	 fact,	so-called	“messiahs”	would	even	pop	up	 from	
time	to	time.	The	purported	Messiah	was	of	the	Davidic	line,	of	royal	blood,	and	he	would	
liberate	 Israel	 from	 her	 Roman	 oppressors,	 get	 the	 people	 right	 with	 God,	 and	 restore	
Israel’s	glory	and	prominence	among	the	nations.	Not	that	anything	Jesus	had	done	up	to	
that	point	gave	any	indication	that	he	was	this	kind	of	Messiah,	but	Peter	thought	this	must	
have	been	the	case	anyway.	But	this	was	not	the	Messiah	that	Jesus	said	he	was.		
	
But	in	Peter’s	mind,	the	things	Jesus	described	were	not	supposed	to	happen	to	a	Messiah.	
Plus,	 Peter	 was	 Jesus’	 student,	 so	 whatever	 Jesus	 did	 or	 said	 would	 reflect	 on	 him.	 A	
suffering	Messiah	probably	sounded	like	a	loser	to	Peter.	Jesus	needed	to	be	set	straight	so	
Peter	could	save	his	own	skin	from	ridicule	and	in	addition	to	saving	Jesus	from	the	terrible	
things	that	Jesus	had	said	would	happen	to	him.		
	
Peter	 set	 his	 mind	 on	 human	 things	 –	 political	 glory	 and	 self-preservation	 –	 instead	 of	
divine	 things.	 And	 these	 divine	 things	 of	 which	 Jesus	 spoke	 was	 God’s	 plan	 to	 turn	 the	
world	 upside	 down	 through	 a	 Savior	who	 humbled	 himself	 and	 became	 obedient	 to	 the	
point	of	death	on	a	cross	and	yet	was	resurrected	and	highly	exalted	by	God.	
	
“Who	do	you	say	that	I	am”	is	an	important	question	for	us	today.	We	who	bear	Jesus’	name	
and	are	his	followers	are	asked	this	very	question	by	Jesus	–	who	do	you	say	that	I	am?	
This	question	isn’t	about	coming	up	with	a	sophisticated	argument	about	how	Jesus	is	the	
Christ.	It’s	not	just	a	question	we	answer	in	our	confirmation	faith	statements	or	in	front	of	
a	 candidacy	 committee.	 It’s	 not	 a	 theology	 test	 that	 has	 one	 right	 or	 one	wrong	 answer.	
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Rather,	 it’s	an	 invitation	 to	reflect	on	how	who	we	say	 Jesus	 is	 changes	who	we	are.	Our	
identity	as	Christians	is	inextricably	tied	to	Jesus’	identity.	How	does	what	we	confess	to	be	
true	about	Jesus	Christ	actually	impact	the	way	we	live	our	lives?	
	
Scripture	 presents	 us	 with	 a	 myriad	 of	 images	 of	 Jesus	 –	 suffering	 servant,	 teacher,	
religious	reformer,	political	dissident,	Son	of	God,	Son	of	Man,	Messiah,	and	so	many	more.	
All	 give	 insight	 into	 who	 Jesus	 is	 and	 what	 Jesus	 does.	 But	 if	 we	 favor	 one	 image	 over	
others,	it’s	too	narrow,	and	it	neglects	the	full	picture	of	who	Jesus	is.		
	
Favoring	one	 identity	over	others	 is	 setting	our	minds	on	human	 things.	 It’s	 limiting	 the	
power	and	scope	of	Jesus	and	the	good	news	of	the	Gospel.	It’s	making	Jesus	in	our	image,	
and	not	the	other	way	around.		
	
For	example,	if	we	say	that	Jesus	is	just	a	moral	guide	who	teaches	us	how	to	live	our	lives	
in	a	good	way,	then	we’re	just	going	to	relegate	him	to	one	hour	on	an	occasional	Sunday	
morning,	when	we	feel	like	we	need	that	extra	dose	of	whatever	it	takes	to	make	us	be	nice	
to	people.	
	
Or	here’s	another:	 if	we	say	that	Jesus	is	 just	a	political	hero,	then	we’re	going	to	connect	
him	with	a	political	party	or	leader	and	falsely	conflate	their	agenda	with	the	Gospel.	A	new	
tax	plan	that	lessens	the	tax	burden	for	some	may	be	good	news	for	some,	just	as	a	law	that	
expands	coverage	to	millions	of	people	who	didn't	have	it	before	is	good	news	for	others.	
But	neither	of	these	is	the	Gospel.	
	
If	we	say	that	Jesus	is	just	our	protector	in	times	of	trouble,	then	we’re	going	to	see	church	
as	a	refuge,	a	place	where	we	go	to	get	away	from	the	world	and	all	its	troubles	and	heaven	
forbid	any	of	those	troubles	come	through	the	doors	with	us.	
	
This	is	setting	our	minds	on	human	things.		
	
But	 if	 we	 take	 Jesus	 to	 heart	 when	 he	 says	 that	 he	 is	 one	 who	 was	 rejected,	 one	 who	
suffered,	 one	 who	 died,	 and	 one	 who	 is	 resurrected,	 then	 we	 are	 setting	 our	 minds	 on	
divine	things.	Then	we	are	understanding	the	scandal	of	the	cross,	that	God	chooses	what	is	
foolish	in	the	world	to	shame	the	wise	and	what	is	weak	to	shame	the	strong.		
	
This	Jesus	is	sitting	with	mourners	at	a	funeral	for	a	young	black	man	who	was	senselessly	
killed	in	his	own	home.	
	
This	Jesus	is	holding	children	who	have	been	separated	from	their	parents	and	caregivers	
and	are	now	living	under	fluorescent	lights	in	cages	in	cold	warehouses.	
	
This	Jesus	is	with	the	victims	of	storms	who	had	nowhere	to	go	when	the	warnings	came,	
no	spare	cash	for	extra	gas	or	a	hotel	room,	who	now	have	lost	everything.		
	
This	 Jesus	 is	with	all	 those	whom	the	powerful	of	 the	world	have	called	weak,	whom	the	
powerful	have	forgotten,	or	whom	the	powerful	have	changed	the	facts	about.		
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This	 Jesus	 offers	 the	 hope	 and	promise	 of	 a	 resurrected	world,	where	 poverty,	 injustice,	
prejudice,	violence,	and	hatred	are	no	more,	and	all	things	are	restored	to	right	relationship	
with	each	other	and	with	God.	
“Who	 do	 you	 say	 that	 I	 am?”	 is	 a	 question	 we	 are	 invited	 to	 consider	 as	 we	 engage	 in	
mission	and	outreach	 in	our	neighborhoods.	And	 the	answer	will	 determine	what	we	do	
and	how	others	might	identify	us	if	we	were	to	ask	them	the	same	question	about	us.	How	
will	what	we	say	about	Jesus	motivate	our	efforts	to	get	to	know	people,	learn	their	needs,	
hear	 their	 gifts,	 and	 work	 together	 to	 build	 community?	 How	 will	 it	 bring	 us	 into	
relationship	with	people	we	may	not	know	otherwise?	How	will	it	lead	us	to	a	willingness	
to	risk	being	known	for	what	we	believe?	
	
As	it	turns	out,	Jesus	tells	us	who	he	is,	and	it	couldn’t	be	more	surprising,	because	we	find	
out	at	the	end,	and	to	this	day,	that	Jesus	is	the	one	who	bids	us	to	take	up	our	cross.	One	
who	bids	us	to	lose	our	lives,	not	for	our	own	sake,	but	for	the	sake	of	the	Gospel.	One	who	
calls	 us	 to	 go	 to	 the	 forgotten	 places	 of	 our	 communities.	 One	 who	 calls	 us	 into	 deep	
relationship	with	those	who	suffer.	One	who	suffered,	died,	and	was	resurrected	and	now	
shares	the	hope	of	resurrection	with	the	entire	world.	
	
Thanks	be	to	God,		
Amen.	


