[bookmark: _Hlk482367604][bookmark: _Hlk478549538]Psalm 138 p. 523
Matthew 16.13-20 p.15 
23rd August 2026 

               When Faith is Still Becoming

 
Gracious God, as we open the Scriptures and ponder their meaning, open our hearts and minds too. Give us courage to receive both comfort and challenge and grace to grow in understanding. Amen.

A few years ago, I found myself sitting with a family planning a funeral. The person who had died had lived a faithful life, but her relatives were honest enough to say that they themselves did not share their mum’s faith. At one point, they even asked if I might not mention Jesus too much in the service.

I understood where they were coming from. And so, with care, we found a way forward: not to avoid speaking of Jesus altogether—but to speak of him in a way that honoured what he had meant to their beloved mother without offending their own positions.

That experience reminded me that throughout history Jesus has, indeed, always drawn a mixed response.

So, we sometimes have conversations with friends who say they are not too sure about Church, but quite like Jesus. Yet, others just associate his name with what they may think is a repressive or out of date faith.

Of course, for those of us who willingly own the idea of being a Christian, Jesus is central to what we believe and celebrate—his birth, life, death, and resurrection shaping the very rhythms of the year.

So perhaps it is no surprise that, in the Gospels, Jesus asks that most fundamental of questions, “Who do you say that I am?”

At first, the disciples seem to fluff their lines with answers that are certainly respectful and polite, yet not truly personal. “Some say John the Baptist… others Elijah… others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”  All a bit non-committal and essentially opinions that aren’t their own. So, Jesus presses them further and asks, “But what about you?  Who do you say that I am?”

How, I wonder, might we stage this as a scene in a play? Would there be an awkward silence? Would the disciples shuffle their feet and avoid eye contact?  Would Peter hesitate before speaking?

And then, suddenly, he does step up, as he so wonderfully does on many other occasions, we love him for it because he always has a go at the difficult stuff!  He says, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  It’s quite a moment, perhaps one of great insight and faith, a stunning declaration. 

Maybe it was indeed all of these things, for Matthew has Jesus praise Peter for his stirring reply by saying Simon son of Jonah, you are favoured indeed.

However, and there is regularly an ‘however’ when it comes to Peter, Matthew in just a few verses time, which forms next week’s reading, pulls back from giving Peter full marks.  He hints here that maybe Peter actually hadn’t quite fully grasped the words and the titles he’s using that day and that’s because accolades such as Messiah, or Son of the Living God, were never quite as straightforward as we might think.

Yet for the moment Peter is, at least in present company, top of his class and Jesus declares that upon a rock like him he will build his church. 

So, the passage has begun with a question.  

Now, the place where it was asked, helps us answer it.

For that place was Caesarea Philippi, and it was a great backdrop because it was a provocative context into which Jesus poses the subversive options of what Lordship and Messiahship might look like.

Jesus, in calling Peter a Rock, is introducing the idea of foundations.  In Peter, Jesus felt, he had come across one who might be solid enough to be a foundation leader in the emerging church.  And a fundamental question that’s always appropriate to ask when anyone is asking for our allegiance and loyalty is What are the foundation principles you are asking me to sign up to.

Well Caesarea Philippi was just the right sort of place to have such a debate. Its very name reflected the power structures and struggles of Jesus’ day: Caesar, representing Imperial Rome, and Philip, representing the local ruling dynasty.

Here was a place that competed for the loyalty of its citizens.  A town whose very name had overtones of who might be our Lord and King.  

Historians tell us that in this city there would have been a huge and awe-inspiring temple built in honour of the Roman Emperor, the Caesar Augustus we read about in the Christmas story.  

The bedrock of that Imperial Cult to Ceasar was personified in a huge statue of Augustus that might well have been behind Jesus as he raises these issues of what it means to be a Messiah, a Lord, or a leader. The massive statute of Caesar that might well have been glaring out behind his shoulder deliberately portraying a leader who demanded loyalty, administered justice which was often rough, and who didn’t care if he was feared as much as loved.  That was the bedrock of Caser’s reputation. Indeed, as one commentator I read this week says That’s the Physics of Empire…power, authority and might.

And the debate that ensues in Matthew 16 is around a different way of thinking, one based on a different type of bedrock, an alternative ‘Physics’.  The question is what are the foundation rocks of the Kingdom of God?  

So, today’s passage pushes us to explore what sort of leadership and service Jesus came to offer.  Could it be described in overblown ideas of a military leader, a freedom fighter – or maybe, despite all the national longings for independence from Rome, in fact Jesus saw himself much more in the guise of The Suffering Servant in Isaiah’s writings.  The one who came in a spirit of Shalom, a deep and uncomfortable peace that had its roots in God’s love and justice.

In trying to get to grips with today’s passage I was reminded of something our guide said to us on holiday recently.  He was talking about his country’s independence from Spain as a colonial power in 1830 and the way his nation plunged into an ill-judged alliance with other Central American countries.  It lasted for just a brief couple of years because they found they had jumped from frying pan to fire.  The repressive rule of their colonizing masters had been replaced by the corrupt rule of leaders governing these United States of Central America.  So, they declared complete independence from anybody and grew their own more democratic and accountable institutions. They dared to be different and choose another path.

Maybe Jesus, at Caesarea Philippi was prompting his hearers not simply to swap one harsh leader for another.  Not to replace Caesar with their own military Messiah dictator.  There is, says Jesus, another way, a different choice.  You don’t have to reinvent the past and get locked into repressive and dictatorial leadership models.  Think outside the box, be a servant leader.

Not that the Church has always heeded the words of Jesus.  We can panic and appoint leaders who might seem strong, persuasive and full of TV charism, only to find their style is more about the Physics of Empire than the servant leadership model of Jesus at the centre of the Physics of the Kingdom of God.

So, in our time together this morning we’ve thought of both the question and the place in which it was asked.  Let’s draw the sermon to a close with just as few words about the wonderful conundrum called Peter, the rock on which Jesus says he’s going to build his church.  For if anyone’s faith is far from being fully formed but is in process of becoming it is surely Simon Peter’s.

Read one way and it’s understandable to think of Peter being called a rock because of this particular answer given at this particular moment.  But what if Jesus’ view of him took much more into account.  What if Jesus was fully aware of the mixed bag Peter was.  That he had faith to get out of the boat but perhaps not enough to keep walking.  That he would defend Jesus courageously, yet mistakenly, with a sword, only to deny him by a courtyard fire just hours later.  What if Jesus saw the whole mixed bag and said yes, it’s on that I can build my church.  Not on perfect leaders and pristine communities, but on fragile servants called elders, deacons, ministers, on a sincere yet blatantly flawed communities like ours, yes – here, with all the mixed bags of us who are in church this morning – Jesus can build.

I love that idea, that its both our best and worst days that make us – and God can use both without one invalidating the other.

Peter is not just a rock because he answered one correct question on one successful day.  He’s the rock because of his courage, even because of his failure.

For Jesus never asked for the keys back!  Instead, he meets with him after the resurrection, and after offering forgiveness and new beginnings tells Peter to feed his sheep.

A question, a place and a conundrum.

The question never really goes away, Who do you say that I am?  

The place always seems to be the same with the challenging choice between power for its own sake and service for the sake of others. 

And the conundrum for us now, is as inspirational as it was for Peter then: God can makes rocks of us all, even if we are just works in progress who have a faith that is in the process of becoming. 

And thanks be to God that Jesus never asks for the keys back!  

May it be so in the name of God, our Creator, Redeemer and Saviour. Amen.


Ian Green, Amersham, 21st August 2026      
