A Life Changing QuestionThe Cross and the Crown
Matthew 16:13-28


If you read a really great story, often it will build to a point of tension, to a major turning point, an event on which the outcomes that follow hang. And we’ve reached just such a point in Matthew’s account of Jesus’ life. Whilst crowds have been following him, opposition has been growing, and in it all the question has been hanging there – who is this man Jesus of Nazareth? This man who provokes such polar opposite responses? This man who heals the sick and casts out demons and calms the storms? Who is he?

Well, Matthew begins this crucial passage by telling us where this turning point happens: v13, ‘Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi…’ And Caesarea Philippi was an important Greco-Roman city. The majority of its population were gentiles, but it stood on the border between the Gentile and Jewish worlds. And like multiple other Greek or Roman cities it had multiple pagan temples to multiple pagan gods. But it was famous for just one – a grotto to the god Pan. In fact, the city’s name used to be Paneas – named after the same god. But Philip the Tetrach, the ruler of the region, had recently renamed it Caesarea, after Caesar, the Roman emperor – to impress him and win favour with him. And now, over the city stood a massive new temple dedicated to the worship of Caesar. But Philip didn’t just name Caesarea Philippi after Caesar – he also named it after himself. It’s like the first century equivalent of a selfie – let’s rename a city after me!

Somethings never change, do they! You see, Caesarea Philippi almost embodies our post-Christian western culture. The use of flattery and connections to push yourself forward. The self-promotion. The worship of great and powerful people. The streets lined with temples to the gods of money and power and success. 

And yet it’s in just such a place that it becomes clear who Jesus really is. And if the central claims of Christianity surrounding him sound crazy today – well, they sounded no less crazy back then.

And Matthew tells us that Jesus, v13, ‘… asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” And that title ‘Son of Man’ was Jesus’ favourite way of talking about himself – because it could mean nothing and everything[footnoteRef:1]. It could simply mean he was a man like everyone else, no different from any other member of humanity. Or, he could be laying claim to be that extraordinary heavenly figure, who the prophet Daniel saw, that one like a Son of Man to whom everlasting power and dominion and glory and a kingdom were given. But which was he? So he asks them, ‘who does everyone else say I am?’  [1:  Green] 


And the disciples tell him the field of candidates: v14, “Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” In other words, people saw Jesus as a spokesman, some kind of ambassador, for God, one in the line of the prophets sent by God. Now think about that. Because if you were to ask people today, ‘who do you think Jesus of Nazareth was?’ You’d probably get a similar response wouldn’t you? I was talking to someone outside the church recently who told me he thought that in some way Jesus was a man but a man who had the spark of the divine about him, that God had spoken through him in someway. And today people see him as someone who communicates something of God and the divine to us, that he was a great teacher, or an outstanding moral example.

But of course, ultimately, it doesn’t matter what others think about Jesus, does it? It matters what you think. And whilst Jesus starts by asking the disciples what others think, he then closes in on their own hearts. Verse 15, “But who do you say that I am?” It’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it. The question he asks to all our hearts, individually: Who do you – not everyone else – but who do you say I am?

How would you answer that? Well look what Simon Peter replies, v16, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Now, 2000 years later we’re so used to hearing the name Jesus Christ that Christ might mean nothing more to you than a surname, and Peter calling him the Christ might seem like an anti-climax – I don’t think much of that for a crucial turning point in a story! But Christ is the Greek word for the Hebrew Messiah. And messiah means the anointed one. And in the Old Testament, three types of people were anointed with oil to their roles – prophets, priests and kings. And there was a prophetic longing for a Messiah, the Messiah, the Anointed One, the ultimate king, the ultimate son of Israel’s greatest king, David, whose rule would never end and who would finally free Israel from her enemies.

And so whilst everyone else thought that Jesus might be a prophet, or maybe even the forerunner for the Messiah. Simon Peter sees more. He gets it. He was the first of the disciples to be called by Jesus and now he’s the first to see it. ‘You’re him, you’re the Messiah, you’re the one we’ve been longing for, the one we’ve been looking for, you’re the one who has come to free us from all our enemies – the greatest king.’
 
And then Simon Peter adds, ‘you’re the Son of the living God.’ In a city filled with lifeless idols Peter understands who Jesus is and where real life comes from. You see idols can never give you life. Idols of success or money, or power or image or sex, these other things we look to, to give our lives meaning or significance, ultimately sap life from us. They promise to make our lives better and fuller, but they wrap us up in chains. Whereas Simon Peter sees that Jesus, is the one whose rule and reign brings real life and true freedom.

But why does Simon Peter get it? Why does this moment come when Simon sees who Jesus is? Is it because he’s spent three years with Jesus and there’s this steadily increasing evidence that he’s had to grapple with, and that finally he works it all out intellectually? And we could have a faith like his if we’d experienced what he’d experienced? Well, he had spent three years with Jesus and seen all this evidence and Simon was certainly no fool. But listen to what Jesus says: v17, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.” In other words, Simon hasn’t got to this point by ordinary, working-it-out kind of ways. He’s got here because God’s brought him here. He can see it because his heavenly Father has opened his eyes. You see, you can never get here on your own. Here is a man, Jesus, who was probably a manual worker; whose family thought he was mad, who the religious leaders of the day thought was a heretic; who was deserted by all his close friends and who died the most shameful of deaths – and when you come to realise that he’s the ultimate king, who can set you free and give you life – only God can bring you there.

And when you do see it, when he does bring you to that point – your life can never be the same again. Look what else Jesus says to Simon: v18, “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church.” And Jesus changes Simon’s name to Peter, which means rock. And as he does so, it’s as if he changes his identity, ‘Simon’, a man who at times could be unstable, even a little volatile, ‘you are Peter, a rock’, and he gives him a new purpose – ‘I’m going to build my church on you’. And when you realise who this man Jesus of Nazareth really is, it fundamentally changes you – he gives you a new identity: an identity that’s not rooted in your past, or your performance or your possessions, or even your personality, but one that’s rooted in him and his love for you, and choosing of you. And along with that he gives you a new purpose – to live for the building up of others and not just yourself, to live for his glory and not your own. 

But how can he do that? How can he take a man like Simon and make him into a rock? And how can he give us an identity and a purpose that can change our lives?

Power over Death
Verse 18 again, “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” So Jesus says he’s going to build his church – the community of his people – on Peter. And by being the first to preach the gospel at Pentecost – that saw 3000 converted and come to see who Jesus was for themselves, and by being the first to preach the gospel to the gentiles, Peter became that first foundation stone for the building of Jesus’ church. A community, Jesus says, that the gates of hell will not prevail against.

Now, imagine you’ve been conscripted into the army, and you turn up to barracks on your first day. And first you get given your uniform, and it all looks pretty cool. But then you go to the armoury, expecting to get given your gun, and what do they give you? A set of gates: ‘here, use these, you’ll find them very useful when you’re attacking the enemy!’ You’d think, ‘what? No army uses gates as an offensive weapon!’ So what does Jesus mean that the gates of hell will not prevail against the church? Well, hell here is Hades, the place of the dead. And just like we might say, he’s at death’s door, so the phrase gates of hades was an expression for the powers of death. And Jesus is saying that the powers of darkness and death will do all they can to try to snuff out the life of his people, the church – but they will never succeed. 

Instead, his church is going to be somewhere where people find life: verse 19, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” You see, later on Jesus will say something incredibly direct to the Pharisees – to the very people who thought they had God nailed down: “Woe to you… For you shut the kingdom of heaven in people’s faces. For you neither enter yourselves nor allow those who would enter to go in.” (Matt 23:13). So the religious elite, by adding religious rule upon religious rule, and you’ve got to do this and you’ve got to do that, if you are to stand any hope of making yourself acceptable to God, were locking people out of God’s kingdom; but Peter, and later the whole church, could and did unlock the gates of God’s kingdom by telling people, it’s not what you do that makes you acceptable to God, it’s what God has done for you in Jesus.

And binding and loosing was a term used by the Rabbis for what was, or was not allowed for people to do according to the Old Testament law. And as one school of Rabbis interpreted the law, they applied additional rules – and so people said, ‘they bound.’ But another school would say, ‘no, those rules don’t apply’ – and so people said, ‘they loosed’. And Jesus is saying just like the Rabbis think they can interpret the Law, so you Peter, and after you the church, can take my message and apply it and interpret it for people’s lives in such a way that the powers of sin and death are broken and people can experience the life and freedom and forgiveness that flow from Jesus.

But what happens next leaves Peter reeling. Because Matthew says, v21, ‘From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes and be killed, and on the third day be raised.’ But hang on a minute, Peter’s just realised that Jesus is the Messiah, the one whose rule will last forever, the one who will deliver them from their enemies. And Jesus has just told him he’s right, and that through Peter’s ministry of proclaiming Jesus as Messiah, Jesus is going to build a community that’s indestructible, and that will bring eternal life to people, a community over which the powers of death will have no hold and now Jesus is saying he’s going to die?! That he’s going to be destroyed? That the powers of death are going to conquer him? Where does that fit in? You’re the Messiah Jesus! The Messiah doesn’t die, he conquers – you said it yourself – this is about life, not death, the gates of hell will not prevail. Verse 22, ‘And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “Far be it from you Lord! This shall never happen to you.” 

The idea that the Messiah might suffer, and fall, and die, was unthinkable. How could that possibly be God’s will?

And so Peter thinks he knows better than God what would be best. It’s a mistake we so often make isn’t it? When life is hard, or when things don’t seem to be working out the way we want – this can’t possibly be God’s will for my life. And Matthew says that Jesus turned – he can still picture the scene so etched is it on his mind, and said to Peter, v23, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to me [literally, you are a stumbling block to me]. For you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man.” And so one minute Peter is a rock Jesus can build on – and the next, he’s like a stone people stumble over – and he totally misses it. He’s just like us, isn’t he? One moment he’s confessing Jesus as Messiah, the next he thinks he knows better than Messiah. It’s a reminder that neither Peter, nor anyone else is infallible. Neither Peter, nor you or I are the Messiah. Only Jesus is. And that should profoundly humble us.

You see, Jesus knows where the temptation to power without suffering comes from. In the wilderness, when satan, the accuser, came and tempted him, Jesus was offered the world, he was offered power and dominion – trouble and suffering free, if only he would worship something, someone other than God. So Jesus knows where the temptation to be a suffering-free Messiah comes from and he tells Peter, Get behind me satan.

Jesus knows that he must suffer rejection and death if he is to free us from the power of death. He knows that if he is to make everything new, if he is to become the source of life and freedom that the powers of death can never prevail over, he must face and absorb upon himself all evil, and suffering, and sin. He must die if he is to break death. Because he knows that Peter’s, and everyone’s, greatest enemy is not Rome, it’s sin and the separation from God and eternal death that sin brings. It’s sin that makes Roman power and the idolatry of Caesarea Philippi what it is. It’s sin that makes Peter and us think we know better than God. It’s sin that means death and alienation from God has the power that it has. And at the cross Jesus the Messiah takes it all upon his shoulders, and dies, that we might live.

Because Jesus doesn’t just say that he must go to Jerusalem and be killed. He says, v21, that ‘he must go to Jerusalem… and be killed and on the third day be raised.’ And it’s the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead that finally defeats death. It’s in his death and resurrection that death is swallowed up in victory. And when Jesus walks from the tomb alive it is all the proof you need that the gates of hell will not prevail – against the church or against you. And that you can know life and freedom and joy in him.

And it’s because that is what he has done for you that he is worthy of your all.

No Cost Too Great
Look at v23, as Jesus says to Peter, “You are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of man.” You see, Peter – like many of us probably - thinks that life and freedom come by avoiding suffering. He thinks they come from taking out your enemies, from using power for your own ends, from pushing yourself forward, from succeeding, from winning the world. But Jesus says that God’s ways to life and freedom are very different. Verse 24, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul?”

In other words, to follow Jesus, to walk in the path of life – you’ve got to lose your life, you’ve got to deny yourself  - that’s the way to life. And today that is deeply counter-cultural. Today we’re told the opposite. You’ve got to be the real, authentic you, don’t allow anyone else to tell you what’s right or wrong, be true to you, let the real you out. But Jesus says something very different – and it was no less counter-cultural when he first said it: “If anyone would come after me, let him… take up his cross and follow me.” And to take up your cross was profoundly counter-cultural. Because the man who took up his cross was a condemned man, he was a dead man walking, a man walking to his execution. And execution by crucifixion was the most shameful of deaths. It was for slaves and outcasts. It was, and is, the very antithesis of your best life now.

And yet Jesus says, that’s the way to life. It’s by following him, and dying to the self-centredness that plagues us. It’s by sacrificing ourselves for him and for others that we win. Whereas if we’re always trying to win at others’ expense we’ll always lose. It’s as we lay down our lives in service of him and others rather than living in a self-protective bubble, that we will know real security. And you can gain the whole world, you can have possessions and power and prestige and popularity and Jesus says you will be poor, you will lose your soul; whereas if you become poor – by giving of yourself in love and life and time and money, you’ll be rich, with a richness the world knows nothing of.

[bookmark: _GoBack]But listen, you can only do that by knowing that the Messiah has done that for you. You see, Jesus says in v26, “What shall a man give in exchange for his soul?” What can you give God to buy your forgiveness and freedom from all the wrong you’ve done and all the good you’ve not done? What can you do, what can you offer that will enable you to stand on the day when the Son of Man comes to judge, as Jesus says in v27. There’s nothing, is there? No power, no money, no good deeds can ever do it. You can gain the world and it still not be enough. And so the Messiah, the Christ, gave himself in exchange for your soul. He took up his cross and walked to his death for you. And it’s by putting your faith in him, and what he’s done, that means you can stand on that day, and every day.

Because when you know that that is what he’s done for you, you know that no sacrifice is too great for him. And you’ll pick up and your cross and follow him - to the death of self that brings life and love and joy and freedom, for you and for those around you.
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