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“DIY Faith: A Faith of Your Own but not On Your Own: Jesus Christ” 

Open with the idea behind the series, and ask them to take a minute to write down their beliefs about 

Jesus.  Or, as Jesus asked the disciples: who do you say that I am? 

Who do you say that I am?  That’s what Jesus wanted to know.  So he turned to his disciples and asked 

them: what are people saying about me? Who do people say I am?  What do people believe about me? 

This is one of those rare stories that all three synoptic gospels record.  There aren’t many stories that 

Matthew, Mark and Luke all tell, so when they do they’re worth paying attention to.  Granted, they all 

tell it slightly differently, with a different emphases.  But one thing they all agree on is that the story 

ought to be told smack dab in the middle of the gospel. 

Who do you say that I am? 

So not only is the story important, but it’s a turning point, too.  Jesus and his disciples have been making 

their way through the rolling countryside of Galilee, teaching . . .healing . . .gathering other followers, 

when Jesus turns them and wants to know what people are saying.   

We can assume the question has never come up . . .and in all honesty, why should it?  He’s from 

Nazareth, a young teacher, and an itinerant rabbi.  What else is there to know?   

But obviously people have been talking about him because the disciples have something to report.  

“Some say you’re John the Baptist, others say you’re Elijah, and some say you’re a prophet.” 

But then Jesus moves to the critical question: But who do you say that I am?   

Who did you say Jesus is? 

I don’t mean to sound critical, even though I’m about to sound critical, but if Jesus were around today, 

he’d need several cups of strong coffee to deal with all the answers people would give.  And the reason 

for this is that we often make Jesus out to be someone who shares our values and concerns and doesn’t 

push us beyond ourselves in the slightest.   

Way back in 1906, so over 100 hundred years ago, a man by the name of Albert Schweitzer wrote a book 

titled “The Quest for the Historical Jesus”, and discovered that most people imagine Jesus looking, 

thinking and acting much like themselves.  In other words, when we picture Jesus, we picture someone 

who tends to think, look and act like us – only in a better way.  Or as someone once said, “I used to think 

of Jesus as a suburban member of Kiwanis who plays golf a little under par.”    (At least they’re honest.)  

Kim Davis, the KY court clerk, has a view of Jesus that aligns with her values, despite the fact that Jesus 

said no one should get divorced.  I have a view of Jesus that align with my values, which just so happen 

to be at odds with Kim Davis’ values, even though Jesus never said anything about gay marriage.  So, we 

all do it. 



Remember that old anachronism WWJD that people put on bracelets and stuff?  What would Jesus do?  

How we answer that question says a lot about who we say Jesus is.  When someone calls out a political 

rally that the problem with the country is too many Muslims and our “Muslim” president, that person is 

likely drawn to a Jesus who rejects those who don’t follow him.  When I disagree with that person, I’m 

hanging on tight to a Jesus who supports me and my beliefs.   

So we all do it.  

Including Peter in today’s story.  When Jesus asked, “Who do you say that I am,” Peter said “You’re the 

Messiah,” a statement that Jesus didn’t deny.  In fact, Jesus said, “Shh, don’t tell anyone.”  But when 

Jesus went to explain to Peter what that title meant, Peter was like, “Hey now.  That’s not right!”  

Because Jesus’ job description for Messiah didn’t align with Peter’s values and concerns.   

Peter wanted Jesus to be a messiah who came with force and might, because Peter wanted to be 

victorious over the Romans.  He wanted Jesus to beat those Romans with whatever force was necessary, 

which may sound a little silly to us since we know Jesus wasn’t that kind of Messiah, but for Peter it was 

no laughing matter.  He’d been taught that version of the messiah his whole life.  Remember last week 

when I said our faith comes from a variety of sources?  Well, it was no different for Peter.  His faith was 

formed from the Hebrew Scriptures, contemporary teachings, the people he spent time with and the 

experiences he had, and all of that added up to: the Messiah will come and defeat my enemies no 

matter what it takes.  So when Jesus went on about how he was going to suffer and die but rise again 

and somehow that would equal victory, Peter was flabbergasted!   

Now, you’d think that Jesus calling Peter Satan would serve as a warning to us not to do what Peter did, 

but again, we all do it.  If we’re white, we picture Jesus as white.  If we’re black, we picture Jesus as 

black, if we’re Asian . . .you get the point.  When reality is Jesus was of middle eastern descent.  Jesus 

was also likely of a peasant class, so a much lower class than anyone sitting in this room, he was a 

carpenter or builder, and he may have been illiterate, as well.  So far, we don’t appear to have much in 

common with him. 

There is, as some of you know, a lot written today about the historical Jesus.  Contemporary theologians 

like John Dominic Crossan, Marcus Borg and John Shelby Spong have spent a good part of their careers 

trying to separate the historical Jesus from the Jesus of Christianity.  They might argue that the “real” 

Jesus from history and even the gospels doesn’t have much in common with the Jesus you learned 

about in Sunday School or hear preachers talk about.  And to be honest, there’s some truth to that.  The 

belief that Jesus is fully human and fully divine, is God in the flesh, God incarnate – the whole idea 

behind Christmas, what most people think of as the orthodox Christian belief, didn’t become a tenant of 

the church until the 4th century.  Before that time the church debated the relationship of Jesus to God, 

and many Christians didn’t believe Jesus was God. 

In the New Testament Jesus is often viewed as a prophet of the end-time.  Paul talks about how Jesus’ 

death and resurrection signal that the turning of the ages is at hand; and Mark, Matthew and Luke share 

the idea that Jesus was a prophet who claimed the kingdom of God was at hand.   There are other parts 

of the New Testament that refer to Jesus being at the right-hand of God (we’ll affirm this in the 

Apostle’s Creed), which is another way of saying that Jesus is sovereign – quite the political statement 

when you consider that the Romans couldn’t proclaim an allegiance to any other sovereign than Caesar.  



Throughout history, people have called Jesus many different things.  Church tradition has taught that 

Jesus is the victor over evil – a belief that’s summed up in that great communion hymn: this is the feast 

of victory for our God alleluia.  The hymn then goes on to sing: worthy is Christ, the lamb who was slain, 

whose blood set us free to be people of God.  Which is another popular teaching of the church that 

Christ died to save us.  The idea behind this belief is that Jesus had to die for our sins in order to satisfy 

God’s honor.  The popular hymn “In Christ Alone” also talks about this belief in the verse that says, “On 

that cross, as Jesus died, the wrath of God was satisfied.”   

You might find it interesting that that hymn was not included in our new hymnal because the committee 

took issue with the word satisfied because, as one of them said, “That lyric comes close to saying that 

God killed Jesus,” he said. “The cross is not an instrument of God’s wrath.”  By the way, the idea that 

Jesus died for our sins didn’t come into vogue until the 10th or 11th century. 

Church tradition has also taught that Jesus is a model for how God relates to humans and how humans 

should then relate to others.  And many third world theologians talk about Jesus as liberator who came 

to set the oppressed free.   

So that’s a really brief overview of what the Bible, church tradition, and contemporary theology teach 

about Jesus.  Chances are that some titles and beliefs will resonate with you more than others.  

Depending on what you believe, you may have written down that you believe Jesus is the Son of God.  

Maybe you said he’s the Son of Man.  Maybe you called him Christ – which is not his last name!  Or 

maybe you called him Lord, or prophet or friend or teacher or exemplar. 

Are any of those titles more “theologically correct” than another?  Not really.  As I said last week, I dn’t 

really think there is right or wrong theology.  I think there’s bad theology – but not necessarily wrong 

theology.  And that may come as a surprise to you to hear me say that, because there are many 

churches and people who teach and believe that you do need to believe certain things in order to call 

yourself Christian.  But I’m not convinced you do.  And I definitely don’t think you need to have your 

personal theology and Christology nailed down to call yourself a Christian.  I don’t think being a Christian 

means adhering to a set of ideas or propositions.   

If today’s story had ended with Peter’s confession, “You are the Messiah,” you might get the idea that 

being a Christian means being able to say what Peter said.  But it didn’t end there.  Jesus went on to say, 

“If any want to become followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”  

That’s an action statement.    

He did not say that day long ago, “Believe these five things about me to be true.” He did say, “If you 

would be my disciple, if you would be a Christian, follow me. Listen to me. Do what I do. Pick up a cross. 

Pick up a burden. Pick up a challenge, a mission, a project that needs doing—and follow along. Open 

your heart and give it away—your passion, your time, your resources, your love—and you will be fully 

and totally alive.” 

So can you be a Christian if you don’t know exactly what you believe? Is it alright to join the church if 

you don’t have your personal theology all worked out? Of course. There are people in every new 

member class who ask that question, people in every religious congregation who are uncertain about 

some of the finer points of Christian theology.  Listen to the words and question we ask at baptisms: 

they’re action questions.  Do you trust God?  Do you turn to Christ?  Will you be his faithful disciple?   



Who do you say that I am? 

For what it’s worth, here’s what I wrote: 

I believe we see the epitome of God’s suffering on the cross, where God chose to take on human form in 

Jesus Christ to share in our pain and suffering.   In his life, Jesus modeled for us how to share in other 

people’s pain and suffering. He was a constant companion to people he referred to as “the least of 

these”, and therefore calls us to be in ministry with them.  We do this as individuals but also as the 

church, as the community of faith.  In worship we are nurtured, challenged and equipped to go forth 

and “make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 

Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.” (Matthew 28:19-20) 

There’s more action there than there is doctrine.   

So when you write what you believe about Jesus, don’t just say what you think.  Leave space for what 

Jesus asks you to do, too. 

Amen. 

 

 

  


