Who do you say that I am? Benefice Service 23rd August 
Romans 12:1-8 Matthew 16:13-20 
May the words …..
If I asked you who I was, beyond my name I would get as many different answers as people sitting here in the congregation. Each of you will know me in a different way and know different things about me according to the ways in which we have encountered each other. I hope that I will get to know you all better as we go forwards but getting to know someone demands a commitment from both people, a commitment of time, of energy, and of attitude. 
The good news is that God loves us, just as we are, warts and all. We don’t have to pretend with God. Each time we start our day with God it is a new start, a clean sheet. The problems do not go away but, if we ask Him, God walks with us through whatever each day brings. In my experience the end of the day is a very often a time to thank God for his presence with me throughout all that the day has brought. 
And so, to our Gospel reading. Jesus has now been with the disciples for over two years; he is starting to look towards the cross and to prepare the disciples for what is to come. We come to our passage this morning with the all-important questions. It is interesting that Jesus chooses Caesarea Phillipi to ask the questions. Caesarea Phillipi was a Gentile city at the northern boundary of ancient Israel. There was a shrine to Pan, god of shepherds and flocks, and the city was associated with various displays of imperial power. It is in this place and Gentile culture, where false gods and the power of Rome were clearly visible, that Jesus asks the questions in this morning’s reading. The circumstances might resonate with us too. 
Firstly, Jesus asks the disciples, “who do people say that the Son of Man is?” Jesus’ use of the title is linked to Daniel 7:
13 “In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. 14 He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all nations and peoples of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.” 
This first question is asking the disciples what the word on the ground was. By naming John the Baptist, Elijah and Jeremiah, the disciples are saying that Jesus is seen as one of the prophets. John the Baptist is the last of the old order of prophets. The death of John the Baptist marked the end of one part of Jewish history and Jesus starts the new order to establish God’s kingdom. 
The second question is much more direct as he says to the disciples, “who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter, who only last week was asking Jesus to explain the parable to them, and the week before had walked on water before doubts crept in, answers Jesus. “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”
If we asked people on the ground today what they know about Jesus, what sort of answers might we get? I think the range of answers would be much wider than even 50 years ago, from those who have no idea who Jesus is, to those who might know that he is someone in the Bible, or a prophet, to those who say that they are Christians, but don’t go to church. 
The difference between the first question, which asks what people are saying about Jesus, to the second question which is much more direct is significant. 
We have the in the second question that important phrase, “I am.” “Who do people say that I am.” That phrase which is so important in the Bible. It comes in the story of Moses and the burning bush in Exodus chapter 3.
2 There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up. 3 So Moses thought, “I will go over and see this strange sight—why the bush does not burn up.” 4 When the Lord saw that he had gone over to look, God called to him from within the bush, “Moses! Moses!” And Moses said, “Here I am.”
5 “Do not come any closer,” God said. “Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing is holy ground.” 6 Then he said, “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.” At this, Moses hid his face, because he was afraid to look at God.
 13 Moses said to God, “Suppose I go to the Israelites and say to them, ‘The God of your fathers has sent me to you,’ and they ask me, ‘What is his name?’ Then what shall I tell them?” 14 God said to Moses, “I am who I am. This is what you are to say to the Israelites: ‘I am has sent me to you.’”
I am who I am. Now Jesus asks, who do you say that I am. Peter replies, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” 
That is my faith, it has guided me for over fifty-five years and has led me to train as an ordinand. I went on retreat before my ordination and that question, “who do you say that I am” came back to me. My answer was the same as Peter’s, “you are the Son of the Living God”. Exploring that phrase led me to Psalm 46:10 
10 He says, “Be still, and know that I am God;
    I will be exalted among the nations,
    I will be exalted in the earth.”
Be still and know that I am God. Those of you who know me well will know that I am not good at sitting still, unless I am actively engaged in writing a service or sermon or doing something constructive. I took a lot of time to be still on my retreat; it was a silent retreat after all! I really enjoyed the opportunity to be quiet and to be still. I used the time to unpack what that phrase means. 
I would like to share some of that reflection with you this morning.
Be still and know that I am God – Be, take time to be who you are, not who you want to be, in the presence of God. We are not perfect. God loves us, accepts us for who we are, and values us for who we are. We all need to take time each day to be in the presence of God. I aim to live in the presence of God, to walk with God through each day, and to allow God to guide me. 
Be Still – stop! God can’t speak to you if you are too busy to listen. In my experience God speaks through his word, the Bible, through other people and during times of prayer. Take time to stop and be still and be ready to listen. 
Know – that we are amazing. God tells us in Psalm 139 that we are fearfully and wonderfully made. We are amazing! 
Know – that we are loved. Paul reminds us in Romans “I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 39 neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  
Know – that God is always with us. Joshua is reminded in chapter 1 - “Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.” That promise is for us too. 
I would encourage you to read and study your Bibles to build your knowledge of what God says to us through it. 
Be still and know that I am – I am – the title that God used when speaking to Moses in the burning bush. The name that God gave himself when Moses asked what he could call God. The title that Jesus uses when he asks Peter, who do you say that I am? 
Be still and know that I am God – wow. If God is God, what does that mean for us?
Amazingly that brings us to our Romans reading – “Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship.”
We are called to be a living sacrifice. As we live life with God, he will transform us if we allow him to. Our response to knowing that God is God is that we are grateful to God for all that he has done for us when he sent Jesus to die on the cross to pay the price for our sins. We are called to be holy, to live our whole lives pleasing God. 
Therein is a sacrifice. A sacrifice which calls us to live life God’s way, using our time, talents and money wisely. It may be a sacrifice which calls for us to sacrifice what we want to do to do what God wants us to do. When God called me to ministry as I was about to retire, I could have said, God you’re having a laugh. I have worked hard all my life and now that I can retire you want me to carry on working! When I became a Christian, I committed my life to following Jesus. As the hymn says, I have decided to follow Jesus; no turning back. The world behind me, the cross before me; no turning back. No turning back. My story tells you that we are never too old to serve God. 
What of the rest of our Romans reading? That is equally challenging as Paul says: “Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the faith God has distributed to each of you.” We should not think of ourselves more highly than we ought, but equally we should recognise that we are fearfully and wonderfully made and that we all have gifts and skills and should be using them to serve God. We are all God’s children, and we all have a place in the body of Christ. 
As we know, the body functions best when every little bit is working well. If our lungs do not provide oxygen our brain cannot work well, and nor can the rest of our organs. Anyone who has lost their big toe will tell you how much it affects their ability to balance. Our Benefice is the body of Christ in this place, and we all need to work together to fulfil our mission as the body of Christ in this place. We may think that we are only a small, insignificant part of the body of Christ, but the truth is, the body is not effective unless we all play our part and use our gifts. 
Paul mentions the gifts of prophecy, ministry, teaching, preaching, leading, and others which may surprise you – diligence, compassion and cheerfulness. I think there are numerous other gifts, gifts of finance, listening, building, hospitality, I could go on. 
Please use this week to consider what gifts God has given you and how they can best be used in the Benefice. Take some time to be still and get to know God better. We will not understand everything. Bishop Rose says that when she goes into schools, children ask her difficult questions. If she can’t answer them, she says that she will ask God when she gets to heaven. If it is good enough for Bishop Rose, it will do for me too! Amen. 
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