
Mark 8:27-9:8 
Who Do You Say I Am? 
February 23, 2020 
Rev. Kelley L. Becker 
 
We talk a lot about relationships and building community around here. Because 
of this, I spend a lot of time thinking about how relationships are formed and 
what goes into creating healthy community. I’ve noticed that, generally, in this 
culture, we meet and greet someone for the first time pretty much the same way 
across the board. We exchange names first. The small talk that ensues, and that 
for some people is excruciating, includes questions like: How long have you lived 
in the area? What kind of work do you do? Where did you go to school? Do you 
have children? What do you do for fun?  
 
Sometimes a relationship never develops beyond an acquaintance, but every 
once in a while, a relationship becomes something more. As it does, we learn 
about each other. We learn about the values that shape the other person’s life, 
how that person measures success, how they treat people who work for them 
and live with them, what they find funny, and how they respond to stress, power, 
and injustice. These are the things that help us decide if that person is “our 
person.” 
 
People we designate “our people” know the important things about us. “My 
people” know that if it’s raining, I think the meeting should be canceled. If the 
movie is scary, sad, or dramatic, I don’t want to watch it. If the event involves 
being cold, given the choice, I’m out. “My people” know that I can be lured just 
about anywhere with pizza, chocolate, or Labradors. I lose sleep over injustice and 
I love fiercely. “Your people” know these kinds of things about you. 
 
I’ve imagined Jesus’ relationships with the disciples in terms of the disciples being 
“his people.” You know, they were kind of a rag tag bunch who often said and did 
the wrong things, but they were “his people.” They knew he hated rain and liked 
green olives, right? This week we find Jesus walking with his people on the way to 
Caesarea Philippi, a place where the ways of Empire were front and center. Along 
the way, he asked them 2 questions. The first was, “Who do people say I am?” 
They answered that some thought he was John the Baptist; some thought Elijah, 
and some thought he was one of the prophets. And then Jesus asked them, “But 



who do you say I am?” Peter answered him, “You are the Messiah.” Hearing 
Peter’s answer, he told them not to tell anyone.  
 
I’ve mentioned before that Peter was a blurter. If there was something awkward 
or uncomfortable to be said, Peter was often the one to say it. We all have those 
friends. This was the first time in the Gospel of Mark that one of “Jesus’ people” 
identified him with the word messiah. You have to wonder how long Peter had 
been thinking it. Not even the voice from heaven at his baptism or the angels who 
tended him during his forty days in the wilderness used the word messiah. This is 
big news! It seems like the disciples, or at least Peter, understood Jesus and his 
ministry. So why not tell people? Why not make a grand announcement that the 
messiah has arrived and all shall be well? 
 
Maybe because Jesus knew Peter and he knew that Peter had visions of crowns, 
thrones, and power in his head. Jesus needed some time to teach Peter and the 
rest of the disciples that he was not the kind of messiah they thought he was. I 
will admit, I’ve always thought it a little strange that Jesus’ people didn’t get him 
when it came to this whole messiah thing. In the Jewish tradition, the messiah 
was a king. Kings were the anointed ones. It would be a king with military might, 
war horses, and all things royal, who would save them from Roman oppression, 
who would restore Israel to her own rule, and sit on the throne of King David. So, 
when Peter said to Jesus, “You are the Messiah,” he was not expecting what 
happened next.  
 
This is Mark 8:31-38: 
31 Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great 
suffering, and be rejected by the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be 
killed, and after three days rise again. 32 He said all this quite openly. And Peter 
took him aside and began to rebuke him. 33 But turning and looking at his 
disciples, he rebuked Peter and said, “Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting 
your mind not on divine things but on human things.” 
34 He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, “If any want to become 
my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow 
me. 35 For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their 
life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it. 36 For what will it profit 
them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life? 37 Indeed, what can they give 
in return for their life? 38 Those who are ashamed of me and of my words in this 



adulterous and sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will also be ashamed 
when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.”  
 
Once again, we note, Peter fulfills the role of blurter, chastising Jesus for saying 
these things. How can it be that the messiah, the one who was supposed to save 
them, would suffer their people had suffered for hundreds of years? How could 
this messiah restore Israel if he was to be killed?  And to serve him, to follow him, 
there is more pain and suffering for the followers? “What’s the point of having 
that kind of messiah?” the disciples had to be asking themselves.  
 
Put yourself in their place. Imagine thinking “your person” was going to be king or 
queen, with all the trimmings, beloved by all. Imagine finding out “your person” 
was going to be an outcast, humiliated, and even killed instead. And what about 
you? You had planned to follow “your person” anywhere, to all the royal things, 
looking fabulous, living your best life. But then you find out if you are going to 
follow “your person” your life would be anything but royal. Deny yourself? Take 
up your cross? Lose your life? Do you still want to follow? How far will you follow 
“your person?” And for what? The messiah was supposed to set everything right.  
 
This is a good time to remember that the Gospel of Mark was written into a time 
of fear, oppression, and even confusion, a full generation after Jesus’ death. The 
first readers of Mark had been promised Jesus would return and set everything 
right, but that still hadn’t happened. I would think many of them had been asking 
themselves who Jesus really was. Their lives continued to be steeped in poverty, 
they lived at the mercy of Caesar and his henchmen. Yet, these followers of Jesus 
in Mark’s community were clinging to hope. This story was a reminder of what 
they signed up for. They had been warned. And in some respects, everything was 
going to plan. Jesus said it would be hard and it was. This story serves as a 
reminder for us as well. If we want to follow Jesus, we had better be prepared for 
some pretty scary sh...stuff. Just as Jesus’ ministry 2000 years ago had social, 
economic, and even physical repercussions, so it was for Mark’s community a 
generation later, and so it will be for if we choose to follow Jesus’ ways today.  
 
Using Jesus’ voice, Mark tells us we are supposed to look outside ourselves, 
setting aside the standards society uses to define success, value, and belonging. 
But we have to know, if we do, if we do follow Jesus’ ways, we should be 
prepared for the brutal reminders that come from not going with the flow, from 



being different, from entering into the suffering of our neighbors, from insisting 
there is an alternative to oppression and empire, that there is an alternative to an 
insiders vs. outsiders world. Sometimes it really is brutal. 
 
One of the ways in which this church attempts to live into this alternate vision is 
by including stories and songs and images representative of the diversity with 
which we, as individuals, might answer Jesus’ question,  
 
 “Who do you say I am?”  
In the kin-dom of God, there doesn’t have to be an us and a them, we could all 
just be us, even though we look different, experience the world differently, and 
have different ideas about everything, including who Jesus was. This text tells us 
that it is in this way of being, we will truly find ourselves, amidst our sometimes 
painful sacrifices, as we share what we have, when we enter into the pain and the 
mess of life. And when we find ourselves, we will also find God and when we do, 
we won’t be able to look away. 
 
2 Six days later, Jesus took with him Peter and James and John, and led them up a 
high mountain apart, by themselves. And he was transfigured before them, 3 and 
his clothes became dazzling white, such as no one on earth could bleach 
them. 4 And there appeared to them Elijah with Moses, who were talking with 
Jesus. 5 Then Peter said to Jesus, “Rabbi, it is good for us to be here; let us make 
three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.” 6 He did not know 
what to say, for they were terrified. 7 Then a cloud overshadowed them, and from 
the cloud there came a voice, “This is my Son, the Beloved; listen to 
him!” 8 Suddenly when they looked around, they saw no one with them anymore, 
but only Jesus. 
 
Only Jesus. But I imagine the voice of God was still hanging in the air, “This is my 
Son, the Beloved; listen to him.”  
 
Listen to him. Listen to him.  
Last Sunday, Scott preached about the story of the miraculous feeding of 5000 
people, a version of which is found in all four gospels. He reminded us that 
miracle stories are one of the ways in which the gospel authors explain what the 
kin-dom of God is like. In this case, the kin-dom of God is like a big dinner table 



where everyone is welcome, everyone eats, and everyone is full. And there are 
still leftovers for lunch the next day.  
 
Scott pointed out that in the version of the story that appears in the Gospel of 
John, a boy had some bread and fish for which Jesus gave thanks and then 
distributed. I’ve enjoyed imagining the boy’s mom packing his lunch and giving 
him permission to share it as he bustled out the door. This story, like so many of 
the Jesus stories, does seem to give us permission to do that which the world 
discourages. Yes, we have permission to share what we have with even the ones 
the world tells us not to bother with. 
 
In fact, as I looked back over the stories we have covered so far in the Gospel of 
Mark, it occurs to me that there has been a lot of permission giving. I wonder if 
we have listened. 
In Mark 2 we read the story of the men who lowered their friend on a mat, 
through a hole in the roof of the house so that Jesus could heal him. Were we 
listening when we were given permission to try out new ideas and cross 
boundaries to help other people? We have permission to make other people 
uncomfortable as we do. 
In Mark 4 we read about the farmer who sowed seeds in different types of soil. 
We have permission to plant seeds of hope absolutely everywhere, some will take 
root and some won’t. We have permission to fail.  
In the healing story of the woman who was bleeding and Jairus’ daughter in Mark 
5, we were given permission to tend to the needs of the ones who are poor and 
vulnerable first. And we have permission to admit we cannot multi-task. It’s okay 
because Jesus couldn’t either.  
Also, in Mark 5 we read the story of Jesus sending demons into pigs and restoring 
the man who was possessed by them. We have permission to be surprised by all 
the places and all the people in which hope takes root.  
Last, in Mark 6, we read about Jesus’ hometown rejecting him and how he sent 
the disciples out with his message anyway. 
We have permission to tell the story of the kin-dom of God in our own ways, in 
our own words and with our own lives.  
 
Listen to him. You have permission to love freely and to fight for justice. You have 
permission to persist and resist. You have permission to choose compassion and 
kindness. You have permission to follow Jesus onto sacred mountaintop 



experiences and you have permission to follow him into the mundane and messy. 
And wherever you go and whoever you are with, be assured that you are in the 
presence of the Holy and you are loved beyond what you can ever imagine. You 
are “God’s people.” Amen. 
 
 
 


