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Pentecost 17 ~ Series B ~ October 1, 2006

Which Jesus Is Your Jesus?

The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Mark 8:27-35, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

When you confess one of the three Creeds of Christendom, declaring your belief in the LORD God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—one of the questions that you are answering with your statement of faith is, “Which god is your God?” 

A not uncommon response is, “They’re all the same God.  We all worship the same God, right?”  Why, even within the religious body know as The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod there are some who make a similar assertion, saying, “The Muslim god is also the true God (there IS only ONE TRUE GOD, right?).” 

But this is most certainly not true, and the Church, and each member of the Church, does well to recognize this lie for the heresy that it is, to expose such liars for the heretics they are, and to discern their invitation to become their disciples when they use the little word “right”—as in, “The Muslim god is also the true God (there IS only ONE TRUE GOD, right?).”

Such a contemporary setting in these latter days provides the Christian with the blessed opportunity to confess the faith should he or she be asked by someone, “Which god is your God?”  There came a day when the followers of the carpenter’s son heard a similar question from Him. 

Jesus is on the road to the cross where He will be the Sacrifice of the ages.  He will die for the sins of the world, defeat the devil and conquer death itself.  On the road, His disciples walk with their Lord, thus becoming a “synod,” for this is what the word “synod” means—“a walking with” someone along the same way.  This particular synod, on its way to Caesarea Philippi, is walking the way of the cross with Jesus.  As this “Jesus synod” travels in His Presence and follows the Master, the disciples are catechized; that is, they are asked questions.

Jesus asks: “Who do people say that I am?”  Now, with such a question, Jesus is not asking the disciples to tell Him what the names are that people use to refer to Him.  No, He is asking them to tell Him who others confess Jesus to be.  It is of great benefit to ponder the answers He received from His disciples, for we are to make application to what others confess concerning Jesus today.

First, His followers answered Him: “Some say “John the Baptist.”  John was well known as the Bible tells us that “the whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went out to him.  Confessing their sins, they were baptized by him in the Jordan River” (Mark 1:5).  Even Herod “feared John and protected him, knowing him to be a righteous and holy man.  When Herod heard him, he was greatly puzzled; yet he liked to listen to him” (Mark 6:20).  Indeed, of His cousin, Jesus declared, “I tell you the truth: Among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than [John the Baptist]” (Matthew 11:11).

Then John was martyred for the sake of the Word.  This is the prophet who pointed the people to Jesus, proclaiming Him “The Lamb of God Who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).  So, as the days went by, “Jesus’ name had become well known.  Some were saying, ‘John the Baptist has been raised from the dead, and that is why miraculous powers are at work in Him’” (Mark 6:14). 

Thus it was quite fitting that, in response to Jesus’ question—“Who do people say that I am?”—the disciples replied: “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah, and still others, one of the prophets.”  That is quite a compliment for any mere man, or even for the greatest man born of man and woman. 

Jesus is true man, but more than man; Jesus is a prophet, but more than a prophet.  To believe, teach and confess that Jesus is a prophet like John and nothing more is to deny that He is the LORD God Almighty—to deny the creeds of Christendom.  Disciples who deny the Incarnation and Divinity of Jesus are no longer a part of the synod that walks with Jesus.  They become disciples of a different Jesus ... for example the Muslim Jesus, or the Jehovah’s Witness Jesus, or the historical Jesus of Liberalism, or the mythical Jesus of secular academia.

Who did the people say Jesus is?  Some said, “John the Baptist; others… Elijah, and still others, one of the prophets.”  The other great prophet of the Old Testament is Moses—the man who brought the Ten Commandments down from the thunder-struck mountain where the holy, perfect, just, righteous God etched the “Thou shalts” and the “Thou shalt nots” in cold, unforgiving tablets of silent stone. 

Is Jesus a new Moses, sent by God to write your name on the chalkboard and add check-marks each time you sin?   Or to come down to oversee the stoning of the woman caught in adultery?  Or to find out who’s naughty and nice?  Or to taunt you with the impossible “What Would Jesus Do?” admonition of modern-day legalists?  Or to burden the backs of man with new violations of new laws?

This, according to the Bible, is not what Jesus came to do.  “The Law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ” (John 1:17).  To mold Jesus into a new Moses is to confuse Law and Gospel; ultimately denying the Good News of Jesus taking away the sins of the world and being the Sacrifice for all transgressions.  It makes the reason for the Son of God coming into this world to be the Law-Giver instead of the Sin-Bearer.  

Disciples who deny the Atonement of Jesus are no longer a part of the synod that walks with Jesus.  They become religious disciples of a different Jesus ... for example the Legalistic Jesus, or the Mormon Jesus, or the Purgatory Jesus.

Time prevents us from identifying this Jesus and that one.  A lot of people today have fashioned a jesus of their own and they are many: the Marxist Jesus, the Gay Jesus, the “It’s Okay to Sin” Jesus, the non-alcohol Jesus, the “in your face” Jesus, the “in your heart” Jesus, the Jesus of the rich and famous, the New Age Jesus, and ... well, you get the idea.

So you quickly perceive the necessity of the question, “Which Jesus is your Jesus?”  Or, as the Savior asked His disciples: “Who do you say I am?”  Ah, now that makes it personal and such a question calls for one to confess one’s belief, as in the creeds, “I believe in ...” 

Since the disciples had lived with Jesus on an intimate basis, they definitely knew He was a true man.  He needed food.  He needed rest.  However, they had also seen Him perform miracles no man could do by his own powers.  They had heard the demons speak of Him as the Son of God.  They had heard Him claim authority on earth to forgive sins.

Over and against that, they had also seen how the people of His hometown and the theologically trained teachers of the law had rejected Him.  They remembered what they had asked when He had stilled the violent storm on the Sea of Galilee: “Who is this?  Even the wind and waves obey Him!”  Had they now come to a conviction as to who He was?  They had, and Peter finally spoke for them all: “You are the Christ!”  

What did Peter mean?  The Greek word Christ is the same as the Hebrew word Messiah and means “the Anointed One,” one consecrated and appointed by God.  Was the Messiah who was promised in the Old Testament just a man?  He was indeed spoken of as Prophet, Priest, and King.  Yet Caiaphas put it correctly when he questioned Jesus at His trial: “Are you the Christ, the Son of the Blessed One?” (Mark 14:61).  Yes, the Messiah, though truly human, was also God the Son, and His assignment as the Anointed One was clearly stated in Genesis 3:15, Isaiah chapter 53, and Isaiah 9:6-7.  He was and is the Savior.

The answer of the Twelve, as given by Peter, is the very one for which Christ hoped.  It is also our answer.  Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ of God ... true God, begotten of the Father from eternity and also true man born of the Virgin Mary.

However, the people of Jesus’ day and for centuries before had added a political connotation to the name Messiah.  They expected His kingdom to be an earthly one, even as the millennialists do today.  Therefore, Jesus avoided using the name for Himself before He accomplished His mission.  Even the disciples had not rid themselves of these erroneous ideas, as we see when Jesus rebukes Peter in verse 33.  So, although Jesus joyfully accepted Peter’s answer as valid, He nevertheless warned the disciples not to tell anyone He was the Christ.

“[Jesus] then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that He must be killed, and after three days rise again.”  

This was the first time, as recorded by Mark, that Jesus explicitly predicted His coming passion.  Before this He had only spoken about it in a veiled way (see Mark 2:19-20).  From then on, however, He spoke plainly and repeatedly about it.  He did so in order that His disciples might understand that His being the Christ, as Peter had confessed Him in their name, did not make Him an earthly king—a false hope that continued to linger in their hearts until His ascension.  That’s why Jesus did not as a rule speak of Himself as Christ but as the Son of Man.

Jesus began teaching the disciples by saying that “the Son of Man must suffer.”  He said “must” because that was what the Old Testament taught.  By saying “must,” Jesus informed His disciples that this was something that could not be avoided if all people were to be saved.

Now the Old Testament did not explicitly say who would cause Christ to suffer and die.  It hinted at it by saying it would be the “builders” who would reject the “capstone.”  However, Jesus identified the very men and showed He knew the future.  His words were, therefore, true prophecy when He designated those who would reject and condemn Him as “the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law.”  These were the men who constituted the Jewish high court, the Sanhedrin.

Jesus also added a note of final victory.  After three days He would rise again.  But the disciples constantly forgot this, so shocked were they by the fact that He, their Lord and Master, would suffer and die.  That’s why the resurrection actually took them by surprise.

In order for salvation to be earned for all people, the Christ was going to suffer, die, and rise again.  This is the way of the cross and those who would remain in the synod of the Savior must remain steadfast in this confession of Christ’s person (who He is) and His work (what He has accomplished ... atonement and resurrection).  Dear friends, this is good news ... this is The Good News ... The Gospel.  Who would ever give this up and depart from this truth?

The sad truth is that each one of us is capable of denying the truth of the faith and Peter demonstrates it himself.  This Jesus was not the Jesus that Peter had in mind.  Give me a fighting Jesus, but if He won’t, give me a Jesus I can defend and die for if need be.   Peter would do whatever it took to prevent the Master from going on with what was being taught to the disciples.  Or, in the words of the Scripture, “Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him.”

God would not have Himself diverted from the way of the cross.  Peter was trying to sidetrack the synod with an agenda conceived in sin.  The Christ would not permit this and the reaction was swift and for the benefit of both Peter and the disciples of all ages.  “When Jesus turned and looked at His disciples, He rebuked Peter: ‘Get behind Me, Satan!’ He said.  ‘You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.”

These two responses by Jesus ... the commendation of the individual when confessing the truth and the scathing rebuttal of the individual when denying the faith ... is a loving practice of the Christian.  It is something we are called upon to do today.  We must hold up those who boldly and faithfully proclaim the truth and unrelentingly criticize any doctrine where it departs from the Word of God.  

The truth is worth fighting for, even dying for, as Jesus makes clear in the closing verses of our text.  “If anyone would come after Me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me.  For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for Me and for the Gospel will save it.  What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?  Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?  If anyone is ashamed of Me and My Words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when He comes in His Father’s glory with the holy angels.”

So, “Which Jesus is your Jesus?” is really no different a question than “Which God is your God?”  What a joy to hear the truth and by the Holy Spirit working through the Word, be given the gift of faith to confess and to bear witness to the Christian faith!  What a joy to be able to confess your past failure and transgressions, knowing you are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen. 
