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Who Is Jesus?

Mark 8:27-30

April 29, 2007 – Grace Covenant Baptist Church

 “Who is Jesus?”  Everyone who has the ability to reason has some belief as to who Jesus is.  We often hear of a person that does not believe in God, an atheist.  But it is rare to hear someone say that they do not believe in Jesus.  I understand that theologically it is impossible to believe in Jesus and not in God because Jesus is God.  But even those who do not know Christ savingly and have little understanding of Scripture attest to the validity of the historical Jesus.  While some claim that Jesus of Nazareth never existed, that the historical records concerning Jesus, including the Scriptures, are fabricated or mythical, most would admit that this is a most unreasonable conclusion to reach about the humanity of Jesus.  Even men like Dan Brown of DaVinci Code fame and James Cameron and friends of The Tomb of Jesus admit to the existence of the man named Jesus of Nazareth.


So what do men believe about Jesus?  There are many cults that claim to have the answer to the question, “Who is Jesus?”  The Christian Scientist believes that Jesus was a man in tune with the Divine Consciousness and that He was not the Christ.  Mormons believe that Jesus is the spiritual and physical offspring of God by procreation and that He is the brother of the devil and of all men.  Jehovah Witnesses proclaim that Jesus was created, though they say He was created first as the archangel Michael and later became a man and Messiah at His baptism.  Theosophy also attests that Jesus was created and that He was a great teacher.  Scientology also believes that Jesus was a great teacher who fully realized His divinity as a past impression.


We also have a number of world religions today that also make claims about Jesus.  Islam teaches that Jesus was a created being, a great prophet, though not as great as Mohammed.  His miracles were signs that He came from God, but they do not affirm that He is God.  Hinduism believes Jesus to be an incarnation of God, what they call an Avatar, of which Jesus is one of many.  Likewise, Buddhism teaches that Jesus is one among many teachers who may possess Buddhahood.  New Age believes that Jesus was one of many appearances of God throughout the ages, one of many people who were fully aware of their true divinity.


Then there are those through the ages who have claimed to be Jesus.  Jesus told the apostles that many would claim to be the Christ before His return (Mt. 24:23-25) and this prophecy has proven true.  I did a search on Wikipedia to see those who currently make the claim to be Jesus Christ.
  You might be surprised to know that just since the decade of the seventies there have been no less than 30 people who claim to be Jesus.  Jim Jones, Sun Myung Moon, Charles Manson, Marshall Applewhite, David Koresh, and Michael Travesser are among the more well-known of these.  And recently we have the claims of Jose Luis de Jesús Miranda.  Miranda claims to believe that his life and teachings supersede those of Jesus of Nazareth, a point which he emphasizes by referring to himself as the Antichrist and by exhibiting a “666” tatoo on his forearm.  Earlier this year, he acknowledged the Antichrist accusations and explained that the term is true and applies because people are no longer to follow Jesus of Nazareth because his mission concluded with his death on the cross.  According to Miranda, “Antichrist” means “no longer following Christ.”  He has also previously referred to himself as “Jesus in the flesh.”


So, “Who is Jesus?”  As seen from all of these different beliefs and claims, it is one of the most important questions for one to consider on this earth.  It is the question that Jesus asks His apostles in our text this morning.  What we see from Peter’s response is that while the world will have an opinion about Jesus Christ, there is  only one belief that is valid in the eyes of Christ and acceptable to God the Father.
I.  “Who do people say that I am?” (8:27-28)

In rabbinic circles it was typically the students who asked the teacher the questions and the teacher would provide the answers.  We have seen this common courtesy even by the wicked Pharisees whose questions were meant to trip Jesus up.  Early on, even they respected this tradition.  Here, Jesus again demonstrates that He was not the typical rabbi by approaching His students, the apostles, and asking them these two very pertinent questions.  As is always the case, when Jesus asked a question, He already knew the answer.  He asks these questions for the benefit of His listeners.  

1. The place – Caesarea Philippi (v. 27)


The first thing we notice about this question is the place where Jesus asked it.  Caesarea Philippi was located just outside the province of Galilee where we have seen Jesus traveling about, just inside the border of Israel near present day Syria.  It was one of the strongholds of the Roman Empire and its population was overwhelmingly Gentile.  As we have noticed in the past weeks, Jesus departed from His own people and began to take the message of the kingdom throughout the Gentile regions of Galilee.  Herod the Great once ruled over this area and had built a temple dedicated to the emperor Caesar Augustus.  It was a center for the worship of the Roman god Pan, the god of nature and agriculture.  Thus the cities name under Herod was Paneas.  When Herod died, Philip the tetrarch succeeded him and enlarged and renamed the city Caesarea Philippi, literally “Caesarea, the one of Philip,” first honoring the Caesar and then distinguishing the city from another Caesarea on the coast.


The point of all of this is that it is here, in the midst of some of the rankest paganism in the Roman Empire apart from Rome itself, that Jesus chooses to ask these questions and more fully reveal Himself to the Apostles.  Here, far from the critics and crowds of Galilee, Jesus could give His time to the disciples.  It was not in the Jewish temple where we might have expected such an important occasion to take place.  It was not at church where it would be made more “religious” particularly as it related to the future of the church.  It was not at a potluck fellowship given in His honor.  Why?  Because the chosen people of God had turned their back on Jesus and established their own brand of religion.  The Jewish scribes and Pharisees were plotting how they might destroy Jesus.  So Jesus had departed and gone to the fringes, to those who knew they were sick and to those who at least admitted that they had needs that only Jesus could meet.  The apostles had witnessed Jesus working miracles in the midst of total pagans.  Now Jesus faces them with the question, “Who do the people say that I am?”  

2. Their opinion – Jesus a prophet (v. 28)


The way that Jesus worded this question distinguished “people” from the Jewish leaders in general and the apostles in particular.  The apostles answered Jesus saying, “John the Baptist; and others say Elijah; but others, one of the prophets.”  We get the idea that more than one of the apostles offered up the opinions of others they had heard the people express.  These opinions are basically the same as those we saw in Mark 6:14-15 where Herod’s guilty conscience concerning his role in beheading John the Baptist got the best of him.  The presence of Jesus spooked him so that he believed that Jesus was John risen from the dead.  


According to the apostles, these views remained the general beliefs of the multitudes concerning Jesus.  It has always been the habit of men who do not know Christ to get their religious opinions from a majority poll or vote.  People love to speculate on the person and work of Jesus.  Here we see how their speculation continually blinded them from seeing Christ in their very midst.  Some were convinced that Jesus was John the Baptist restored to life.  Others said that Elijah had appeared.  These would be thinking of the prophecy of Malachi 4:5, “Behold, I am going to send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and terrible day of the LORD.”  Still others thought He must have been one of the older prophets returned from the dead.  Matthew notes that some people specifically identified “one of the prophets” as Jeremiah (Mt. 16:14).


It is important that we see that all of these views were “religious” in some sense of the word but fell short of identifying who Jesus is.  These in Galilee responded to Jesus in the only way they could based upon the information they received from the Jewish leaders.  They looked at Him as a prophet, one of the great prophets.  In this regard they may have had a better understanding of Jesus than the scribes and Pharisees who at this point at accused Jesus of blasphemy.  Still, those in Caesarea Philippi did not know Jesus.  One writer describes their views this way, “All these views were favorable toward Jesus, and all acknowledged something supernatural about Him.  They were impressed with His prophetic character, but His Messiahship was concealed from them.”
  That was their problem.  His Messiahship was veiled from them.  That is why Jesus asked this question first, to separate this group who were blinded and deluded in their understanding of the person and work of Jesus from that of His true disciples.  There is only one answer that satisfies the question, “Who is Jesus?” and their views fell short, religious though they were.


These errant opinions of who Jesus is still exist today.  We saw earlier the numerous beliefs that exist with cults and world religions, even some who claim to be Jesus Christ.  Like these in Jesus day, they take bits and pieces of the Jesus given in Scripture and shape and mold their own Jesus.  Geoff Thomas describes this as a “Silly Putty” Jesus.  They form a Jesus that is a reflection of a wicked heart and a figment of their imagination.  Of course, most of us here this morning look at the cultists, other world religions, and those who claim to be Jesus as religious quacks, and rightly so.  But that does not mean that you have settled the question of who Jesus is.  It is possible to know who Jesus is not but still not know who He is.  That is what was at stake with the apostles.  Jesus was “fishing” for an answer from them and He baited His hook with this preliminary question about the views of the people.  Jesus now presses the apostles with a follow up question.
II.  “Who do you say that I am?” (8:29-30)


  While Jesus was concerned about the opinions of others that were incorrect concerning Him, His main concern at this point was what the apostles believed.  He now applies the same question to the Twelve, “Who do you say that I am?”  His concern was not what others thought about Him but their own opinion of Him.  “But what about you?” Jesus asks.  “You do not seem to identify with the opinions of the crowds who neither know Me or understand Me. Who do you say that I am?”


1. Peter’s confession (v. 29)


As was often the case, Peter stood ready to answer.  However, this was not one of the “open mouth, insert foot” responses that so often describes Peter.  In this matter, Peter’s response to Jesus serves as a turning point, not only in the gospel of Mark, but in the history of Christianity.  “You are the Christ.”  Matthew’s account is given in fuller form, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God” (Mt. 16:16) and Luke gives Peter’s confession as, “The Christ of God” (Lk. 9:20).  Peter speaks not only for himself, but also for the Twelve.  Jesus question was voiced in the plural “you” and Peter’s answer spoke on all of their behalf.  Their confession was that He was not merely another prophet, but the final prophet.  


“Christ” means “anointed one” and is translated from the Hebrew word “Messiah.”  Peter’s confession is that Jesus is the appointed and anointed Messiah, the deliverer of His people.  He was the Son of the living God, the Christ of God.  The force of Peter’s words must not go unnoticed.  It is important for us to remember that Peter was an orthodox Jew.  He and the other disciples had been taught the words of the Old Testament since birth.  That is what makes Peter’s confession so remarkable.  It was more than a statement about the identity of Jesus and His ministry as Messiah.  It was a proclamation concerning the very nature of God, ascribing deity to Jesus!  Phil Newton gives a vivid picture of what had clicked in the minds and hearts concerning Jesus:

Think for a moment about what Peter confessed. Even though his understanding would certainly increase in the days after the resurrection, Peter had come to terms with the whole of biblical revelation. Jesus Christ is the Promised One of God. He is the One that God promised Adam and Eve, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, David and Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the other prophets. All of the Scripture pointed to this one Person that stood before Simon Peter. All of the sacrificial system, the metaphors found in the holy days, and even the pictures represented by the temple pointed to Christ. The focal point of human history centers on Him. All of the worship and adoration of God belongs to Him since He is God. He is truly the Son of the living God!


At this point we must consider why Peter and the others had come to this conclusion that Jesus was “the Christ.”  Was it because they had witnessed Jesus teaching and healing for three years?  No, others had witnessed these things as well and fell short in their testimony of Jesus.  Was it because they were Jews?  No, other Jews, most notably the Jewish leaders, had not come to this view of Jesus and were seeking to have Him killed for His claim to be the Son of God.  So why did they have the only suitable answer to the question, “Who is Jesus?”  Matthew gives us the answer, “Blessed are you, Simon Barjona, because flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but My Father who is in heaven” (Mt. 16:17).  Unlike the people of the preliminary question whose eyes were blinded and whose understanding was veiled to the truth about Jesus, Peter was made to see and had the veil removed by God the Father.  It was revealed to him from above.  That’s it.  The only reason that Peter was able to make this monumental confession that Jesus was “the Christ” was because God did a work from above.  Peter had God-given insight that others lacked.


2. Jesus’ warning (v. 30)


Jesus closes this section with a warning in v. 30, “And He warned them to tell no one about Him.”  This might seem a bit shocking to us.  We have seen how remarkable it was that these Jews had testified that Jesus was “the Christ,” the “Son of the living God.”  To this point in Mark’s gospel the demons were the only one’s who had professed these things in Jewish territories and Jesus quickly silenced them.  His purpose was that He did not want the truth coming from these wicked usurpers.  Their testimony was true but their motives were not.  But that was not the case with the apostles.  We would think that this would be the occasion for a great evangelistic campaign in the very heart of Jerusalem, that Jesus would send the Twelve to proclaim that He was “the Christ” to those who had earlier denied Him.  


So why does Jesus warn them to keep silent about Him, specifically this profession of Him?  Because Jesus knew that His disciples did not really understand the significance of the truth that He was the Messiah – yet.  Their confession clearly demonstrated that they knew who Jesus was, but that did not mean that they knew how Jesus was going to accomplish His work as Messiah.  Their views of Messiah were still tainted politically.  They believed that Jesus was going to deliver them.  It was from what and how that they still had to learn.  This Jesus would reveal to them in the coming days.  He was not here to deliver them from Roman rule by the power of the sword.  He was here to deliver them from the wrath of God, from the bondage of sin, death, and the real oppressor, Satan.  And He would do so in His death, burial, and resurrection.  The disciples did not yet have this fuller understanding of Jesus as the Christ.  Sinclair Ferguson notes, “The first touch enabled them to see Jesus’ identity.  The second would help Peter see ‘everything clearly.’  This ‘second touch’ is described in the rest of Mark’s gospel.”
  We will begin to look at this “second touch” next week as Jesus gives the first of three proclamations of His death, burial, and resurrection.

Conclusion


Who do you say that He is?  As we said in opening, everyone has an opinion about Jesus Christ.  Some even sprinkle in a little of the Christ according to Scripture, taking bits and pieces of who He is and shaping and molding their own Christ.  But the Scriptures present Jesus as Savior and Lord, Christ and Divine Potentate, Prophet, Priest, and King.  Jesus is the way, the truth and the life – the Jesus as set forth in God’s Word.

The Bible builds up a composite picture of him. Who is this? He is both the Lamb of God and the shepherd. He is the suffering servant and Jehovah Jesus. He is convicted as a criminal and he is also Judge eternal throned in splendour. He is the Saviour who didn’t save himself. He is the defender of the weak who wouldn’t defend himself. He is the living water who shouted out as he died, “I’m thirsty.” He is the King of creation whom some thugs nailed to a cross. He is the light of the world who was switched off and buried in a dark sepulchre with a stone across its entrance. Yet he blazed to light again.
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