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One of my favourite programmes on television is Who Do You Think You Are? Famous people 

explore their family history, discovering stories from their ancestors that often are surprising, 

shocking, moving and sometimes upsetting. As they look to their past, they can discover something of 

who they are now. 

So when Jesus asks his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” I can’t help wondering 

whether he is inviting something similar, a reflection on his own identity. In Mark and Luke’s gospels, 

the question Jesus asks is even more direct: “Who do people say that I am?” 

Was Jesus beginning a kind of spiritual Who Do You Think You Are? Was he inviting the disciples to 

look back, to remember their faith history, to locate him within the long history of God’s people? 

Some commentators even wonder whether Jesus himself was seeking reassurance — not because he 

didn’t know who he was, but because he wanted to hear how people were responding to the 

revelation unfolding before them. The disciples don’t respond that people think you are ’Mary’s son’ 

or ‘Joseph’s boy.’ Instead, they reach back into Israel’s story: Elijah, Jeremiah, and more recently  John 

the Baptist. We know Herod thinks that Jesus might be “John the Baptist” come back to haunt him. 

“Elijah” in the Jewish faith tradition was/is expected to return at the end of time and “Jeremiah” 

foretold rejection and suffering. So the people of that time are seeing Jesus as a prophet, a 

spokesperson for God. 

In our Isaiah reading the prophet reminds the exiled, yet seeking people of his time, that they were 

“hewn from the rock,” shaped from a solid foundation Abraham and Sarah. Their story matters. 

Their past matters. Their identity is rooted in God’s faithfulness. This is true for us today too.  

I wonder what answers we’d hear if we walked through the streets of Carlisle today and asked, 

“Who do you think Jesus is?” We might get some confusion, indifference, or even hostility. But we 

might also find opportunities, moments of grace, to say who Jesus is for us and begin an encounter. 

Which brings us to the second question Jesus asks of his disciples, the one that really matters: Who 

do you say that I am? Or, as some scholars suggest is more accurate: Who am I for you? 

If Jesus asked you that question right now, what would your answer be? Who is Jesus for you? For a 

moment just think in a word or two, who is Jesus for you? 

Perhaps he is friend, teacher, brother, Saviour, God’s Son, the Christ, the 2nd person of the trinity or 

perhaps you’re still exploring who Jesus is for you. Maybe over coffee later you might share your 

thoughts with someone and ask someone else their thoughts about Jesus. Naming who Jesus is for us 

and sharing that can deepen and strengthens our faith. 

Peter, in today’s Gospel, inspired by God, gives his answer: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the 

living God.” 

This is extraordinary. Peter has watched Jesus heal, teach, feed, forgive, and restore. He has seen 

Jesus’ compassion. And from all he has witnessed, Simon Peter declares: You are the Messiah the Son 



of the living God. Of course, a few verses later in Matthew’s gospel that will all change, but that is for 

next week’s preacher.  

The word Messiah that Peter uses here,  is the Hebrew word that mean the same as the  Greek, 

Christ, meaning anointed one. It is a title that we use for Jesus the Messiah the Christ and Matthew 

gives Peter an additional descriptive phrase the Son of the living God. 

Each of us will come to know Jesus differently — through Scripture, prayer, worship, and through 

sharing our stories of faith with other people and learning from others. But we don’t just learn about 

Jesus; we come to know him. We invite Jesus into our lives. We discover who we are in the light of 

who Jesus is for us. 

Over recent weeks here at the cathedral, Matthew’s Gospel has helped us see who Jesus might be 

for us: 

In the feeding of the 5000, we see that Jesus nourishes us physically and spiritually. 

In walking on the water, we see that we can trust  Jesus even when our faith falters. 

In the encounter with the Canaanite woman, Jesus shows us no one is beyond the reach of God’s 

love. And that of course means you and me.  

And now, today, in our gospel reading as Jesus takes the disciples 25 miles north of Galilee to 

Caesarea Philippi, somewhere  away from the crowds, away from spying eyes. It is interesting I think 

that Jesus chooses a pagan city, which was renowned as a centre of worship for Baal, Pan, and 

Caesar. A place of blasphemous, idolatrous horror to the Jewish people. In this place of lifeless idols, 

Jesus asks who do you say that I am and Peter proclaims you are the Messiah the Son of living God. 

Are we ready to stand out like that? 

In a society full of modern idols of obsession with status, success and consumer centred, are we 

prepared to declare our belief and live it? Are we ready to stand up and say Jesus is the son of the 

living God who lives in us by his spirit and who is among us now. 

Responding to Jesus call on our lives to follow him is risky. But Jesus’ words to Peter are words to 

us, “On this rock I will build my church.” 

Here we see a play on words. Simon, son of Jonah, receives a nickname: Petros which mean a small 

stone, one that can be thrown away. But Jesus speaks of petra — the great, immovable rock. The 

Church is built not on Peter’s personality, but on the truth he proclaimed: Jesus is the Christ, son of 

the Living God. 

The Church belongs to Jesus. He is its foundation. We are living stones  you, me, and Christians all 

over the world, we are the Church built together into his body. 

So what does it mean to be the Church? 

Here at the cathedral, our mission is to be a community of prayer, welcome, and rest, a place where 

all may encounter the love of God in Jesus Christ. Our specific calling here is to help everyone take 

their next step with God. 

How do you do that? how do we do that? We do that in our relationships with one another and with 

those in our community.  



We do it in the way  welcome people to this place whether, worshippers, visitors or pilgrims.  In our 

actions and our behaviour towards everyone we follow Jesus’ example and trust that our firm 

foundation is Him, because we have our identity in him. Our baptism marks us with his cross.  

Today is a moment to remember not just who we are, or whose we are, not just who do you think 

you are, but today is a day when we affirm that we are children of the living God. helping others 

discover who they are and whose they are within the canopy of the love of that same living God. 

And as we come to this table today, we open our hands and our hearts to be filled afresh with the 

living Lord, so, our lives might be shaped by His.   Amen 


