
On her deathbed, the avant-garde 
modernist author Gertrude Stein is 
said to have asked, "What is the 
answer?" Then, after a long 
silence, "What is the question?" 
Finding the question is a good 
place to start— the questions that 
define who you are and what you 
want out of life. In fact, it’s a good 
way to read the bible— by listening 
for the questions it asks. This is 
may be the most fruitful way of 
reading the bible. Because some 
where among all the questions it 
poses might just be the one that is 
the central question of your own 
life. Think of all the great questions 
posed here:

What is a man profited if he shall 
gain the whole world and lose his 
own soul? Am I my brother's 
keeper?  If God is for us, who can 
be against us? What is truth? How 
can a man be born when he is old?  
What does one gain by all the toil 
at which one toils under the sun? 
Whither shall I go from thy Spirit? 
Who is my neighbor? What shall I 
do to inherit eternal life? 

These are the questions that direct 
our search for God in the right 

place. And today, Jesus does just 
this— asking Peter a question that 
calibrates faith to aim it in the right 
place. Who do you say that I am? 

Are we asking the kind of 
questions Jesus asked? Or are we 
asking lesser questions whose 
answers we can easily latch on to, 
but may not be worth much. When 
we make the Bible into God’s 
answer book we gloss over the 
depth and miss the journey of 
discovery within the pages of 
scripture. The questions Jesus 
asked are meant to frame our 
understanding of the life he gives 
us and direct our vision of his 
kingdom. We forget the questions 
and unwittingly aim our faith and 
our efforts at that which is less 
than worthy of either— our faith or 
our efforts. 

Over 40 years ago now, Marty, a 
young engineer at Motorola, was 
given a new assignment. He was 
asked to lead a team on a project 
that showed great promise—the 
next generation of a car 
radiotelephone. Marty accepted 
the challenge. However, instead of 
jumping in, he stepped back and 
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paused, which led him to ask 
himself a very insightful question.

“Why is it that when we want to call 
and talk to a person, we have to 
call a place?” That nagging, 
insightful question changed the 
entire trajectory of his work, as he 
refocused his team’s attention on 
untethering a person from a place 
(including a car).

In 1973, Marty Cooper made the 
first cell phone call on a prototype 
of what would later become the 
DynaTAC 8000X, otherwise known 
as “the brick”. It cost $4000 and 
had a battery life of just 20 
minutes. That first cell phone 
marked the beginning of a new era 
of personal communication.

The right question can be a 
disruptive agent, cutting through 
complacency and redirecting 
focus. The right questions can be 
like yeast in the dough. Questions 
point us and aim us in the direction 
of the answer. As Einstein put it: “If 
I had an hour to solve a problem 
and my life depended on it, I would 
use the first 55 minutes 
determining the proper question to 
ask, for once I know the proper 
question, I could solve the problem 
in less than five minutes.”  1

What we have here today in this 
passage from Matthew is 
something like the first Christian 
Sunday School class. Jesus asks 
his disciples a broad discussion 
question to begin, “Who do people 
say that the Son of Man is?” Now, 
this is a question that scholars and 
faithful people have been asking 
for centuries. The term “Son of 
Man” comes from references in the 
book of Daniel to the messiah’s 
role in the end of days. It’s a highly 
debated figure— what does it 
mean? Some say it should be 
translated “The human one”, which 
is probably a more accurate 
English term. The rabbis debated 
who this character was, even in 
Jesus’ day. And the disciples give 
all the typical answers. It could be 
the return of Elijah? Or Jeremiah? 
Or maybe it is John the baptist 
himself, whose presence reminds 
us that God’s ends are already 
coming to be? “Yes,” Jesus says, 
“But who do you say that I am.” 
That’s just good teaching right? 
Jesus moves from a general 
discussion to an intimate one. 
What’s the talk out there? Now, 
what do you think? That sounds 
like a lot of teachers I know. It’s 
these insightful questions that 
direct the discussion and 
determine the dialogue of the 
disciples. 
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Too often our questions lack the 
aims worthy of God’s Kingdom. 
We tend to focus on getting the 
right answers— forget it’s the 
questions that shape those 
answers. It’s the questions that 
reveal our motivations and shape 
who we are becoming as a church 
and as disciples of Christ. 

My friend and mentor Kyle 
Childress is the pastor of Austin 
Heights Baptist Church in 
Nacogdoches where he has been 
for 28 years. He was getting his 
hair cut one time in town when the 
woman cutting his hair asked what 
he did for a living. He told her he 
was a pastor. She replied, “oh 
that’s great; I go to to such-and-
such church.” Kyle had heard of 
the church; it was an evangelical 
cowboy church on the edge of 
town. And then she asked Kyle, 
“Hey, do you believe in zombies? 
Cuz my pastor said last Sunday 
that they were real. And that in the 
end of times they would rise and 
walk on the earth after the 
rapture.” Kyle turned around in the 
chair and looked at her and said, 
“No. That’s crazy.” When he told 
me this story he said, “This is the 
state of things. I’m doing real 
exegetical, biblical sermons every 
week. And on a good Sunday we 

will have maybe 100 people. This 
guy is preaching about zombies to 
400 people every Sunday.” 
Friends, the church deserves 
better. For too many of us the 
question is, “What keeps people 
engaged with their faith? Or, really 
what we mean by that is, ‘what 
keeps people in the pews?’” These 
are not faithful questions. We need 
better questions. 

Our proclamation of the gospel has 
an end in mind— an assertion of a 
vision of human flourishing. That is
— within every testimony of the 
gospel is an implied understanding 
about what it means to live the 
good life. Our assumption is that 
Jesus is the way— the way to life 
that is flourishing and eternal. 
What that looks like is different 
depending on how you answer 
they question, “Who do you say 
that I am?” Am I the One, Jesus 
might ask us, who is going to give 
you everything you want? Or am I 
the One who is going to teach you 
what to want? 

Am I the One who is going to give 
you everything you want? This 
presumes that we know what to 
want. This is the question of the 
prosperity gospel— what is 
becoming default Christianity in 
this country. The message is, “If 
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you put your trust in God he will 
give you what you want. Those 
who trust in God prosper.” The flip 
side of this, of course, is that those 
who don’t will not prosper. So 
prosperity becomes the marker of 
faithfulness— a sign of God’s 
blessing. Which goes against just 
about every letter of Paul, the 
history of Israel and the story of 
Jesus. And worst of all, if anything 
bad happens to you then you 
obviously did not trust enough. 
God didn’t send Hurricane Harvey 
to the southern coast of Texas 
because of lack of faithfulness. Is 
God a vending machine meant to 
feed our needs? Do we consume 
Jesus to inoculate ourselves from 
bad things happening to us (from 
the end times zombies, perhaps?) 
and to secure our seats on the 
heavenly airliner? We need to 
think about what this kind of 
thinking says about God— about 
Jesus. Who do you say that I am? 

Am I the One who is going to teach 
you what to want? Who do you say 
that I am? This is the more difficult 
question. But, this is more apt to 
the rabbi/disciple relationship. A 
teacher doesn’t just teach facts but 
shapes our ability to make 
judgements throughout our lives. 
Jesus isn’t asking his disciples to 
profess who he is for his own sake. 

This is for us. This is the decision 
of our lives. This is the 
conversation we are invited into 
that shapes who we are, what we 
want out of life, and who we can 
be together as a church. 

Peter’s proclamation that Jesus is, 
“the Christ, the Son of the living 
God,” is a pivotal moment for he 
and the disciples. Faith is taking 
shape in the midst of God’s 
people, and when that happens 
the world is changed. This 
passage has sparked contentious 
debate the last few centuries. The 
question is what exactly the church 
is founded upon. Is it founded 
upon Peter or Peter’s faith? I tend 
to think it’s founded upon faith and 
Peter’s testimony. But, we also 
shouldn’t underestimate Peter’s 
importance. The importance of an 
actual person who believed in what 
Jesus said and who Jesus was. 
And how our faith is (in some way) 
dependent upon the faith of 
peasant Jewish fishermen from 
2000 years ago. Actually, when I 
think about that— my faith is 
strengthened. What a crazy way to 
work in the world! What bizarre 
pattern is this— to start in 
obscurity among such people. 
Surely, this is the Kingdom of God.
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This is the question of our lives— 
Jesus asks you and me, “Who do 
you say that I am?” This passage 
reminds us what the church is built 
upon. It’s built upon our faith, our 
testimony— Who we say that 
Jesus is by how we live together.

Jerry had lived down the street 
from the First Baptist Church of 
Winchester for nine years, but no 
one in the church or the 
neighborhood knew him very well. 
He wasn’t involved in the church or 
the neighborhood association. One 
afternoon his wife suffered a major 
stroke, and all there was to do was 
wait. Jerry and his three children 
waited 39 days in the hospital, but 
they didn't wait alone. Every single 
day of that 39-day stretch 
somebody from the church 
stopped by to say hello. Two 
church members drove 
grandchildren back and forth to 
school, ball games, and dances. 
Another church member mowed 
Jerry's yard and watered his 
flowers. Another person from the 
church transferred sick days from 
her account to Jerry's account so 
that Jerry would continue to 
receive a salary. During that time 
the people from the church got to 
know Jerry and came to appreciate 
him very much. On the day when 
Jerry's wife died, people from 

church were there. Jerry didn’t 
need answers; that’s not what the 
church provided. The church built 
upon faith brings the presence of 
Christ— in a mowed yard, a 
covered dish, or even just showing 
up.

Peter didn’t have all the answers. 
After this profession of faith he 
messes up almost immediately. 
Peter, the rock of the church, 
becomes a stumbling block. But, 
it’s not through Peter’s perfection 
nor our’s that the gospel is known. 
It’s made known by forgiving 
imperfections; by welcoming into 
community those who are weak 
and hurting. Here people find 
healing and hope. So that now a 
new community of the forgiven and 
healed is formed to serve and 
share together around the table— 
God’s table. And the Kingdom of 
God is near. Isn’t that what we 
were looking for? 

�5



 David Sturt and Todd Nordstrom, “Are You Asking the Right Question?”, Forbes, 18 October 2013, https://1

www.forbes.com/sites/davidsturt/2013/10/18/are-you-asking-the-right-question/.

�6

https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidsturt/2013/10/18/are-you-asking-the-right-question/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidsturt/2013/10/18/are-you-asking-the-right-question/

