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Romans 12:1-8; Matthew 16:13-20 
What are these Gospels all about?  We’ve been reading them for years.  We love the stories about Jesus.  But what’s the point?  Why did God give us the Gospels and for this morning, why did God give us the Gospel of Matthew?
If you want a simple outline to follow for any gospel – it’s this.  If you want to understand what the gospels are all about, consider these three simple questions:

First – Who is the Christ?  In particular, is this person, Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ?  Second – If Jesus is the Christ, what kind of Christ is he?  Third – What does it matter to the Church?

This morning, Matthew is especially concerned with the first question.  Who is the Christ?  We hear Jesus himself asking the hard-hitting, no wiggle-room question:  Who do you say I am?  You, yes you, who do you say I am?

Folks were talking, tongues were wagging.  There was a bit of scuttlebutt about Jesus.  Who is this guy?  Good question – the right question.  At first Jesus asks, who do the people say I am?  What’s the buzz about me?  And his disciples rounded up all the usual suspects – you know, Elijah, John the Baptist, Jeremiah, or one of the other prophets.  All well and good.  But what Jesus really cared about was what the disciples thought – that first church – what do you say?  That’s what really matters.

You, who do you say I am?

This must have been one of Peter’s good days.  We have ‘em.  Good days, when we say the right things.  

Jesus looks Peter square in the eye and asks the most important question facing this young man, facing this young church – still is.  Really, who do you say I am?  Peter, with unusual clarity and resolve responds: “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”

The Christ – this man from Nazareth called Jesus is the Christ – God’s anointed one, God’s Messiah – God’s flesh and blood son.
Without hesitation, Jesus affirms Peter’s response and explains its significance.  Peter, not only are you right about me, but this moment marks the beginning of something new – the Church.  Sometimes we refer to Pentecost as the start of the Church – and that’s partly true especially when it comes to the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  But this moment, marked by this defining question and answer, is the true beginning of the Church.  So Jesus says, “On this rock I will build my church”.  Most people tend to think Jesus was saying that on this rock, meaning Peter, I will build my church – but I think it was more than Peter the Rock.  Jesus builds his church on Peter’s confession about Jesus of Nazareth – you are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.  On the rock foundation of that confession, Jesus builds his Church.

And so this is where we begin.  Who do you say Jesus is?  A prophet?  A wise teacher?  A miracle maker?  A healer?  Or the Christ – God’s Messiah – the son of the Living God?  The church begins when we confess Jesus of Nazareth as the Christ.

Now, it’s hard to know exactly what this means -- what it all leads to.  Peter surely did not know what Jesus was talking about.  What church?  What do you mean you will build it on me?  Surely not me?
So what did Jesus mean?  What happened that day – what, exactly, did begin?  We have a few clues from Jesus words, and from Paul’s words to the Roman church a few years later.  
For starters, I want to tell you four things about the church.  First, this church is powerful -- surely more than a building – we’re talking about a source of power and authority.  Jesus said even the gates of Hell will not overpower the church – that’s quite a promise – one we often forget.  More than that – Jesus promised to hand over to Peter – to a human – the keys to the kingdom.  For sure this doesn’t mean God gave humans the right to choose who belongs in the kingdom or not – that’s a gross misunderstanding of Scripture.  But it is true that the church has been handed the power and authority to operate at a different level from the rest of the world.  When we call ourselves the Church of the Living God we are claiming to operate on a different plane – a spiritual plane – not just a physical plane.  We claim to have a connection to the power of heaven.  
And so Jesus says – whatever you bind up or free up on earth – here on this human, physical level – will have been bound up or freed by the power of heaven.  This might be all about prayer, or all about forgiveness, or all about healing.  But , more critical than the kind of power -- how often we underestimate the amount of power held by the Church today.  We have the power of heaven.   

What else do we know about this church?  The rest we learn from Paul.   Our second passage this morning comes from Paul’s letter to the Roman Church – and we begin right in the middle.  By the 12th chapter of Romans, Paul begins to offer some pretty practical encouragement to the church in Rome – to help them understand what it means to be the church.  What does it mean to be part of the body of Christ – to be the church of living God?

And so we come to the rest of what I want to tell you about the church.  The second thing.  Not only does the church hold enormous power and authority as Jesus said, Paul also tells us that we who are the church are to offer our bodies as a living sacrifice.  I’m not sure I like that – do I want to be sacrificed?  This can be understood in more than one way but essentially we are told that the way we live, the way we use ourselves, our lives, our bodies, our choices can be like worship.  
And so we are to offer ourselves to God just as if we are worshiping God with everything we do, day in and day out – as if we are sacrificing ourselves for God every day.  
Third, Paul also tells us that the church – this new body of sacrificing worshipers – we are to be set apart, different from the rest of the world.  Paul says -- Watch out for the pressures of this world!  Watch out that the world doesn’t slowly squeeze us into its mold – rather we are to have our own mold – and we start being different, by changing the way we think.

And so, finally, how is this church supposed to behave?  For starters, Paul tells us we are to be humble – to have a sober judgment of ourselves – compared to others -- not to think of ourselves more highly that we deserve.  In particular, we are to trust God’s grace about how we fit in.  Here Paul describes a body-life that connects us as one body but with each of us having our own function – based on what skills God has given.      
This is just a beginning.  The beginning of the church.  Starting when Peter made that bold claim – Jesus of Nazareth, you are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.  From that moment, Christ launched the most powerful, different, inter-connected, living body the world has ever known.  And here we are today – living as that same body.  

We began with this question about Jesus:  Who do you say I am?  And so, with the realization that Jesus is truly the Christ, the son of the Living God, we join the living church today.  Which means today we, too, can wonder with the first church – What does it mean to be the living church?  What does it mean that we hold the keys of the kingdom?  What does it mean for us to offer ourselves as living sacrifices – as if what we do every day worships God?  What does it mean that the world is trying to squeeze us into its mold and that we need to watch out, stay separate, different, special – even to think differently?  And what does it mean for us to live as a body together, connected as one body but each one of us offering very different gifts, very different functions to help us work together?

Over 2000 years ago this amazing life – the Church – began.  And the world has never been the same since then.  Today we sit here representing a long line across the generations – a line of believers who join in the confession – Jesus, you are the Christ, the Son of the Living God.  

But I wonder – do you ever wonder?  Just as Peter soon wondered – do we really get it?  Do we really get what it means to be God’s Living Church?  Sure, we might easily agree that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God.  But is it so easy to be the living Church that called into life by our confession?  It one thing to confess, perhaps it’s too easy.  It is quite another thing to live, to be, to offer our bodies as a living sacrifice to God.    
The Lord be with you. 
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