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Matthew 16:13-20 
 
The gospel lesson for this morning presents us with a question that is fundamental to 
our faith, a question that is central to our identity as Christians: Who is Jesus?  As 
Christians we claim to be followers of Jesus.  But just who is this person that we are 
following?  Who is this person that inspired the building of an enormous transnational 
institution – the Church – and gave it the strength to survive through the centuries 
while whole kingdoms and empires have come and gone?  Who is this person whom 
more than two billion people worship and adore and claim as their Lord and Savior?  
Who is this person that 2,000 years after his birth is still making headlines – even getting 
his picture on the covers of Time and Newsweek from time to time? 
 
In this morning’s gospel reading, Jesus asks the disciples two questions.  His first 
question is “Who do people say that the Human One is?”  Here Matthew has Jesus 
referring to himself as the “Human One” or “Son of Man” in other translations. Biblical 
scholars aren’t sure where this term came from or what it means exactly.  Nor are they 
sure whether Jesus actually used the term himself or whether it was the early Church 
that first introduced the term.  In any case, only Matthew uses the term in this passage.  
The parallel passages in Mark and Luke both render the question more simply as “Who 
do people say that I am?” 
 
The disciples answer: “Some say you’re John the Baptist.  Others say you’re Elijah.  And 
still others say you’re Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”  Apparently, these were the 
popular associations that people had with Jesus in his day.  It’s easy to see how they 
might have made such associations.  John the Baptist and Jesus were contemporaries.  
They were relatives, and they were about the same age.  They both preached repentance 
and the coming of the Kingdom of God.  Both had a following of disciples.  Both drew 
crowds.  Both were regarded as prophets.  Indeed, the association of Jesus and John the 
Baptist was so strong that when Herod, the ruler who had executed John, first heard 
reports about Jesus and his ministry, he was haunted by the possibility that Jesus might 
be John the Baptist, risen from the dead. 
 
Jesus was also identified in the popular mind with Elijah, a Hebrew prophet who lived 
during the 9th century B.C.  Elijah was a messenger of God who was expected to return 
and restore all things before the “day of the Lord.”  Like Jesus, he railed against idolatry 
and injustice.  And like Jesus, he was a healer and miracle worker.  As legend has it, 
Elijah was able to mediate divine power to resuscitate the body of a boy who had fallen 
ill and had stopped breathing.  And he could multiply food in much the same way that 
Jesus could.  So it’s easy to see how people might have identified Jesus with Elijah. 
 
In the last days, many Jews expected the return of, if not Elijah, then, a prophet like 
Jeremiah.  Jesus was certainly considered to be a prophet.  Perhaps he was the prophet 
God had promised would return. 
 



Jesus’ second question to the disciples is more pointed and personal than the first.  Jesus 
asks them: “But who do you say that I am?”  It’s not enough for the disciples to be able 
to tell Jesus what other people are saying about him.  Jesus wants to know what his own 
disciples believe.  Simon Peter answers: “You are the Messiah, the Child of the living 
God.”  Peter confesses that Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ, the Anointed One, the one 
commissioned by God to establish God’s eternal reign of justice and righteousness, the 
promised Deliverer and Savior whom prophecy foretold and in whom all the promises 
of God would be fulfilled. 
 
From Jesus’ positive response to Peter, we can assume that Peter has given the correct 
answer: Jesus is the Christ, the son of the living God.  Jesus says that Peter has been 
blessed for he did not receive this answer from any human source but directly from 
God in heaven.  Of course, we don’t know what the other disciples would have 
answered.  It is conceivable that there might have been other opinions among the 
twelve.  One can only guess what Judas Iscariot, who would betray Jesus, or Thomas, 
who was known for his skepticism, might have said in answer to Jesus’ question. 
 
Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi marks a critical turning point in Jesus’ ministry.  
It marks the end of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee and the beginning of his journey toward 
Jerusalem.  From the time of Peter’s confession on, Jesus began to show his disciples 
that he must go to Jerusalem, where he would undergo suffering at the hands of the 
elders, chief priests, and scribes, where he would be killed and on the third day raised 
(Matt. 16:21).  But that is a Gospel lesson and a sermon for another day. 
 
Jesus’ question “Who do you say that I am?” is as relevant to us in the twenty-first 
century as it was to Jesus’ disciples in the first.  And just as there were many answers to 
choose from in his day, there are many answers to choose from in ours.  In recent 
decades, there has been a renewed interest in the historical Jesus among biblical 
scholars.  Scholars such as Marcus Borg and John Dominic Crossan have published a 
number of books on the subject. Indeed, it was their work that inspired Dick and Ann 
Harrison, along with Earl Harvey, to form the Historical Jesus Group, which has been in 
existence for twenty years now and has been meeting at St. Andrew since 2004. 
 
The portraits of Jesus that have emerged from the historical Jesus quest are numerous 
and varied.  An editorial in Theology Today had this to say: “most North American 
researchers have . . . turned their backs on the eschatological Jesus, the Jesus with his 
eye on the coming cloud and his finger on the failing pulse of a dying world, and 
embraced a more wisdom-oriented, politically savvy, this-worldly Jesus.  More and 
more, Jesus historians are seeing him as a cynic, a wandering sage, or a peasant mystic; 
a community organizer, a hippie poet jabbing at the establishment, or a street smart 
provocateur who raps his way through the seething, impoverished, socially volatile 
villages of backwater Palestine.” 
 
There are still more images of the historical Jesus.  He has been portrayed as a religious 
ecstatic, a wisdom teacher, a charismatic healer, an existential religious thinker, a 
movement catalyst, a radical revolutionary, a prophet of the impending end of days, a 
strange, marginal Jew. 
 
One thing is certain, the historical Jesus was not white. Most of us probably visualize 
him as white, because we grew up with Warner E. Sallman’s “Head of Christ” painting 



hanging in our churches and perhaps also our homes. Sallman’s iconic 1940 image 
depicted Jesus with long, dark blond hair and blue eyes gazing up toward heaven. The 
image has been reproduced more than a billion times, more than any other image of 
Jesus. And European and American missionaries carried Sallman’s image of Jesus with 
them as they sought to spread the gospel all around the world. 
 
But Jesus was not European or American. He was Middle Eastern. He was a Jew from 
Nazareth, and as such it is far more likely that he had dark brown or black hair, olive 
skin, and brown eyes. Our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, was a person of color. 
 
Why does it matter? Well, as Anthea Butler, associate professor of religious studies and 
Africana studies at the University of Pennsylvania, points out, Sallman’s painting of a 
white Jesus was “the Jesus you saw in all the black Baptist churches” as well. Depicting 
Jesus as white sends a message: “If Jesus is white and God is white,” she says, “then 
authority is white.” So, “every time you see white Jesus, you see white supremacy.”  
 
Jemar Tisby, author of The Color of Compromise: The Truth About the American Church’s 
Complicity in Racism, says that believing in a white Jesus “denigrates the image of God 
in black people and other people of color.” Conversely, “to say that Jesus is black — or, 
more broadly, to say that Jesus is not white — is to say that Jesus identifies with the 
oppressed and that the experience of marginalized people is not foreign to God, but that 
God is on the side of those who, in Matthew 25, Jesus refers to as ‘the least of these.’”  
 
Who is Jesus?  Biblical scholars and others offer a great many answers.  Why so many?  
Well, someone once said that searching for the historical Jesus is a little like looking into 
a deep, dark well and seeing one’s own dim reflection at the bottom.  It is difficult not to 
project oneself onto the historical Jesus that one is attempting to reconstruct. 
 
While there may be no consensus among biblical scholars about the identity of Jesus, 
there remains a consensus in the Church, however fragile it may be.  To the Church, 
Jesus is a teacher, a healer, and a prophet – all those things.  But more than that, Jesus is 
the Christ, the Messiah, the Anointed One, the Son of the living God – fully human and 
fully divine.  As one who is fully human, Jesus serves as a role model for each of us to 
follow.  He is an ethical guide for us, a moral compass.  By his life and teachings, Jesus 
shows us what it can mean to live life in all it fullness.  Jesus models for us what it can 
mean to be a faithful child of God.   
 
As one who is fully divine, Jesus shows us something of what God is like.  He is our 
window to divinity, the one through whom we see God most clearly.  Jesus is the 
human face of God, the mortal and visible manifestation of the immortal and invisible 
Creator God.  
 
In the end, the question of Jesus’ identity is one that we must each answer for ourselves.  
We cannot pass the question off to some other authority to answer for us.  We must 
come to our own conclusion.  We must make our own decision. 
 
And so today, Jesus asks each one of us “Who do you say that I am?”  What will be 
your reply? 
 
 


