Sermon Sunday 23rd August 2026 at Stowe
Trinity 12
Romans 12: 1-8; Matthew 16: 13-20


In our gospel reading we have Jesus, knowing his time on earth was limited, and drawing to a close, needed to make sure the disciples got it. They needed to know who he really was, in order that they may continue his mission after he had left this world. He knew his time was limited, and that when he died bodily it was the disciples who would be left to continue Jesus mission. Of course, he knew that the Holy Spirit would come upon them to strengthen and guide them, just as Jesus had done physically when he was with them. 

You have probably come across the great Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen, who first discovered the magnetic meridian of the North Pole; and it was he who discovered the South Pole. On one of his long trips away from home, Amundsen took a homing pigeon with him, and on reaching the Pole released the pigeon. You may imagine the delight of Amundsen’s wife, when she later saw the pigeon circling their home in Norway. ’He’s alive! My husband is alive!’ She couldn’t see him but the presence of the pigeon reassured her that he was OK.

So it was when Jesus ascended. He had gone in body, but the disciples clung to the belief that he would send them the Holy Spirit. So imagine their joy when the Holy Spirit later descended at Pentecost. Now, they had the constant reminder that Jesus is alive and victorious at the right hand of God. That continues to be the Spirit’s message.

So, in our reading Jesus needed time with the disciples, and so he withdrew from the crowded parts of Galilee where he had been teaching, and headed well west to the coastal town of Caesarea Philippi. Here he could concentrate on passing on important information and check if they were fully understanding what he was about.

You have to realise these were not university undergraduates he was teaching. These were ordinary folk, fishermen, and maybe the odd tax collector. They were exactly the kind of people Jesus needed to be able to pass on his message.

So he started quizzing them. ‘Who do people say I am?’ , he asked them. He got a variety of correct answers. Some felt that Elijah had returned. Others thought Jeremiah was back; others that John the Baptist had come back to life.

But Jesus pressed on. ‘And you, who do you say I am?’

And guess who answered? Of course it was the impetuous Simon Peter. ‘You are the Christ, Son of the Living God.’ Well done Peter. Full marks. You’ve got it right.  You’ve got it. For now, at least.

I hope Jesus was slightly reassured. Well, of course he knew Simon with all his foibles, better than Simon knew himself.

Indeed, Jesus, when he had first called the disciples, back in Matthew 10, had given Simon an extra new name: Peter, meaning a rock – quite a compliment! (Though he didn’t explain why at that time.) And Jesus added here in today’s reading, after Peter’s confession: ‘On this rock I will build my church.’ This explains why he had given Simon the new name. It’s as if, since Peter has rightly identified Jesus, now Jesus rightly identifies Peter.

What Jesus meant by what he said was not that the church would be built on Peter himself, but on what Peter had said, on his confession: ‘You are the Christ, Son of the Living God.’ In other words, those who confirm their faith in Jesus, and acknowledge who he is, become part of the church. 
We use the term ‘church’ loosely, don’t we? ‘I’m going to church,’ we say, implying you are going to a place, to a building. What you really mean is ‘I’m going to join with other Christians in worship.’  They are the real Church, the one Jesus was talking about.

Paul’s letter to the Romans, which was our other Bible reading, also talks about the church, using the phrase ‘the body of Christ’. He uses the analogy to show, just as our body had many parts all working closely together, so the church has many members, all working for God’s mission to draw all people to Christ. We all have different God-given gifts to help us spread God’s word. Everyone has at least one gift given by the Spirit. Do you know what your gift is? Perhaps you have more than one? 

I believe one of my gifts is teaching. I do not, on the other hand, have the gift of evangelism. The purpose of these gifts is to ensure the Good News of Jesus continues to spread throughout the world. In your case that almost certainly means in your part of the world. Some are called to go further afield and work on a mission field a long way away. Most of us are not. But we all have the task of making Jesus more widely known, in witnessing for Christ, and making more Christians, so the church continues to grow.

By the way, today there are about 2.4 billion Christians in the world; it’s the largest religion, and about one third of the world’s population. Of course, we might need to differentiate church membership from active Christians, but still the numbers are impressive. What Jesus was doing in his conversation with the disciples was making sure they got it, and were going to accurately and faithfully spread the word to others. At that time there were only perhaps a few hundred Christians.

And Jesus, having given the name of ‘rock’ to Simon Peter, then gave him further honour by giving him ‘The keys of the Kingdom’. This implies a reference back to the book of Isaiah, where the keys of the house of David were entrusted to Eliakim– he was the faithful steward of the house. His was the task of opening the house of David each morning, and locking it up at night. And So Simon Peter was entrusted with being the Steward of the Kingdom, and in his case he was charged with opening the kingdom to others. And so at Pentecost, Peter opened the door to 3000 people. He opened the door to Cornelius, the gentile centurion. And it was Peter’s witness that persuaded the Council of Jerusalem to open the way for Gentiles to enter the Kingdom. In our day, every Christian has the keys of the Kingdom: we can help others enter by our witness and example. And that is how the Kingdom grows and goes on growing.

Jesus’ final words in the passage may come as a surprise. Here he is getting them ready to tell everyone all about him, and yet he ends this conversation by saying, ‘Don’t tell anyone who I am.’ What’s that about?

Although the disciples largely understood who Jesus was, they were most likely still under the impression he was coming as a conquering King with an army to throw the Romans out of Palestine and reinstate the Jewish nation where they thought they should be. This was the general Jewish view of what the Messiah would do when he comes. It was this idea that Jesus did not want them to propagate, and so asked them to keep quiet.

What are the lessons for us today? First of course to endorse Peter’s confession that ‘You are the Christ, Son of the Living God’. 

And then to share that truth in whatever way you can, either by the ways you live your life, as an example, as well as speaking out about your own faith. Most of us have a faith story, some more exciting than others, but it’s your story which no one can deny. 

We then need to be an active part of the Christian community by joining in fellowship with others regularly.

And then we are asked to use the gifts God has given us in the expansion of the Kingdom. 
