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Twelfth Sunday after Pentecost • August 27, 2017 
Isaiah 51:1-6 and Psalm 138  •  Romans 12:1-8  •  Matthew 16:13-20 
 
Jesus and the disciples had no reason to go to Caesarea Philippi. Caesarea Philippi, the city in 

today’s gospel reading, is up at the very top at the Jordan River. It’s way, way out of their way. For 
the past few weeks, Jesus and the disciples have been floating around the Sea of Galilee. Feeding the 
five thousand. Walking on water. Bouncing around one little area. And then in today’s gospel, they 
shoot way up north to Caesarea Philippi. And you would think if you’re going to make this trip, 
there has to be some big thing that’s going to happen there, right? Like you’re going to have an 
encore performance of the Beatitudes or the Feeding of the Five Thousand. But no. Jesus and the 
disciples go all the way up to Caesarea Philippi, Jesus and Peter have a conversation, and then they 
go all the way back down. What’s up with that? Why make a special trip to Caesarea Philippi if all 
you’re going to do is talk to Peter? You could do that anywhere. 

But there’s another reason why Jesus and the disciples had no reason to go to Caesarea 
Philippi, which is that Caesarea Philippi wasn’t for people like them. It was a city for the Roman 
elite, the ones we would call the Beltway Insiders and Wolves of Wall Street. It was where powerful 
people from the Roman Empire went to make deals. It was at the intersection of two trade routes, 
so you could get your hands on any fancy imports you wanted. It was a pagan religious site where 
you could make sacrifices to the gods. And to top it all off, it was beautiful. On one side of the city, 
you had a view of the entire Jordan Valley, and on the other side, you had the nine thousand feet of 
Mount Hermon jousting into the sky.  There were streams and waterfalls you could hang out in. It 
was political, spiritual, beautiful, and where the centers of influence lay. 

And it seems like being among all these elites is making Jesus think about himself, what his 
public image is. So as they’re walking along Jesus says to the disciples, “Who do people say that I 
am?” What are the people saying about me? What ideas are they getting about me? 

And the disciples answer, “Some say that you’re John the Baptist, but others Elijah, and still 
others Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.” Now these are all find answers. In a lot of ways, Jesus is 
like John the Baptist. They were both teachers who lectured their followers about the kingdom of 
God. Jesus is like Jeremiah. They both called people to pay attention to the poor and destitute. Jesus 
is like a lot of people in the Old Testament.  

And if you’re a disciple, this is fine. You can keep throwing out names. You could to this all 
day. People say you’re Elijah. Moses. David. Because it’s easy to talk about who other people say 
Jesus is. If you say a name that Jesus doesn’t like, you can just point out that it wasn’t you who said 
it. This is how most of us like talking about God. Talking not about who we think God is but about 
who other people say God is. Because that’s easy. There’s always a temptation, when we talk about 
our own faith, to define it against other people’s. To say, I’m a Christian, but not like those people. I go to 
church, but my church is nothing like that one. It’s tempting to talk about other people’s faiths because it 
takes the risk away. The risk that we could say the wrong thing. It’s way, way easier to take someone 
else’s faith and point out the things you don’t like than to try to articulate exactly what it is you 
believe.  

Because articulating where you see God in your own life is tricky. It’s difficult. It’s hard to 
understand sometimes, let alone get the right words to describe it. And you worry that if you say the 
wrong thing you’re going to come off like a heretic or, horror of horrors, some kind of Bible-
thumper. It’s easy to feel like the disciples in today’s reading, who feel way more comfortable talking 
about what’s wrong with other people’s beliefs than trying to articulate their own.   
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And just when you thought Jesus had moved on, Jesus stops walking, looks confused and 
asks, “Who do you say that I am?” It was probably silent for a moment. You hope someone else is 
going to raise their hand first so you don’t get called on. And thank God someone else does. Simon 
Peter says, “You are the Messiah.” You are the one that we have all been waiting for. You aren’t just 
like John the Baptist, or like Elijah, or like Jeremiah, Peter says, “You are the Son of the Living 
God.” 

People often give the disciples a hard time for being kind of slow on the uptake, but this is a 
good answer. It’s the answer that Jesus was hoping for. “Blessed are you,” Jesus responds, “For 
flesh and blood have not revealed this to you but my Father in heaven.” 

Remember at the beginning of the sermon, when I said that Jesus and the disciples had no 
reason to go to Caesarea Philippi? Well, confession, that’s actually not true. They do have to go to 
Caesarea Philippi. Because Matthew is trying to tell us about what it means to be blessed. And so he 
gives us two visions of what it means to be blessed. One vision of that is Caesarea Philippi. To be 
blessed is to be an insider, a power broker, surrounded by people with influence who want nothing 
more than to help you move up the ladder. Spend your mornings signing deals, your afternoons 
relaxing in the streams, and say a quick prayer to the gods before bed so you can do it again 
tomorrow. That’s one vision of what it means to be blessed. 

And it’s a good vision. Because Caesarea Philippi was awesome. But if you go to Caesarea 
Philippi today, it’s ruins. It’s a bunch of rocks. Eventually the thought leaders and power brokers 
went somewhere else. The trade routes shifted. The streams dried up. To have the blessings that 
Caesarea Philippi offers is great, but eventually the high wears off. The lights come on and you 
realize the party’s over. Caesarea Philippi lets you live a blessed life, but only so long as you have 
something to trade or some influence to peddle. Caesarea Philippi promises to make you blessed, 
but what it really offers you is a transaction. That you can have it all as long as you’re useful. But as 
soon as you lose influence, or you fall out of favor, or you aren’t needed, you can say goodbye to 
that blessed life.   

That’s why it’s interesting that when Jesus and the disciples go to Caesarea Philippi, they go 
unnoticed. If you are someone that wants power, that wants to be blessed the way Caesarea Philippi 
thinks about it, this is just about the worst thing that can happen to you. You want to be loved, 
needed, even hated if need be. But to be ignored is the worst thing that can happen to you. And yet 
when Jesus and the disciples walk through Caesarea Philippi, that’s exactly what happens. No one 
says anything. Nobody gives Jesus a hard time. No one is persecuted. Because no one thinks Jesus 
has any power or anything to offer them. No one thinks Jesus can bless them or bring anything of 
value into their lives. 

Matthew’s Jesus offers another vision of what it means to be blessed. To be blessed is not 
the perfect life you’ve always wanted. It isn’t just to be at the center of the action. To be blessed is to 
be able to recognize God in your life. That’s why Jesus dragged the disciples all the way up to 
Caesarea Philippi. Because he wants them to look around. To look around at all the people who are 
trying to live a blessed life. And he wants to tell Peter, “You see all these people? They think this is 
the best life they could live. These people all think they’re blessed. But they’re not. You are blessed.”  

When Jesus tells Peter that he’s blessed, he’s not telling him that he’s going to be blessed 
because he gave the right answer. The blessing isn’t a prize. Jesus doesn’t tell him that he’ll be 
blessed after he dies if he gives that answer at the pearly gates. No, Jesus tells him that he is blessed 
because he has faith in who Jesus is. That’s the blessing. The blessing is Jesus, who is leading you 
past the false promises of Caesarea Philippi to bring you into new life.  
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In today’s reading from Romans, St. Paul describes being blessed this way. “Do not be 
conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds.” For St. Paul, to be 
blessed doesn’t necessarily mean that your life is going to be better than it is now. . To be blessed 
isn’t just to get lots of stuff or to accumulate experiences or relationships. To be blessed doesn’t 
even necessarily mean that your life is going to change. It’s the renewal of your minds. It’s the way 
you view the world. It’s that the gift of the Holy Spirit changes where you see power and influence.  

So how do you get this blessing? What do you have to do? Whose good side do you have to 
get on? What party platform do you have to adhere to? The good news is that Jesus says you can’t 
get this blessing. You can’t earn this blessing. It’s not another lifestyle choice you can try out. 
Confessing Jesus as the messiah isn’t a choice you can make. As Jesus puts it, it hasn’t been revealed 
to you “by flesh and blood, but by my Father in heaven.” Jesus says that it’s a gift. It’s something 
that happens to you. As St. Paul puts it, “be transformed.” Not transform yourself. But be 
transformed. Be transformed by Christ.  

Nobody is born in Caesarea Philippi, but most of us are part-time residents. Because there 
are countless things we invest our time, our energy, our attention in, because they promise to give us 
a blessed life. But that’s not what it means to be blessed. To be blessed is to be given the gift of faith 
that God is at work in your life. Promising empathy instead of influence. Offering compassion 
instead of power. Proclaiming forgiveness instead of contentment. So that instead of trying to 
achieve a life, you can receive the one Jesus is giving you. 
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