Reflection for the Website – Sunday 23rd August 2026 – Trinity 12A

13Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” 14And they said, “Some say John the Baptist, but others Elijah, and still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 15He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?” 16Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” 17And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven. 18And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. 19I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” 20Then he sternly ordered the disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah. (Matthew 16:13-20)

Some of us maybe enjoy reading detective stories from time to time, trying to spot the clues hidden in the details of the story and arrive at the answer before it’s revealed in the final chapter. Sometimes, we might be quite good at doing that. But on other occasions, we might miss something important, or notice a clue, but misinterpret what it means. And then there are those occasions when we somehow arrive at the right answer without quite knowing how we got there.

And there’s something of that going on in today’s Gospel reading – the very famous story of Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Messiah. In the chapters leading up to this episode, there has been a whole series of clues as to Jesus’ true identity - healings, miracles and so on – showing who he really is. Perhaps Jesus is now wondering whether his disciples have really understood the clues they’ve been witnessing.

And so he asks them some direct questions.

First: “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”
The answers the disciples report to the first question are reasonable ones: 
“Some say John the Baptist, but others Elijah, and still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.”
Jesus is indeed following in the tradition of the prophets - so much more than just another prophet. The people have picked up some of the clues, we might say, but they haven’t yet put them together to perceive the fuller picture.

So Jesus takes the Twelve to the next level. He asks them not simply to repeat what they’ve been hearing on the streets, but to think about and articulate their own understanding. Having travelled with him, lived alongside him and witnessed his ministry, who do they say that he is?
And, as so often, it’s Peter who comes up with an answer first. He seems to take the lead and speak on behalf of the group, saying: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”

Peter hasn’t arrived at this understanding as a result of learning doctrines or memorising passages of Scripture, or simply because he has seen Jesus in action. He has been given insight from God. Jesus immediately confirms this when he says: “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven.”

And, in the light of Peter articulating this new understanding, Jesus goes straight on to appoint him to a special role: “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.”

This isn’t because Peter always gets things right. Jesus chooses Peter because Peter is willing to be challenged; willing to ask for, and receive, forgiveness again and again. And that can bring hope to all of us when we’ve got things wrong and feel that we’ve failed in our faith.

But we should take particular note of the order in which these things happen in our reading. It’s only after Peter has articulated his understanding of who Jesus is that he is given his instructions about the role he is to have and what he is being asked to do. And that’s something for us to consider, too, as we try to respond to God’s call on our own lives. Considering our answer to the question, “Who do you say that I am?” needs to come before deciding, “What do I need to be doing?” 

Ian Mobsby has written about how we might respond to the challenges presented by this Gospel passage, and I’d like to end with some words from his reflections

May we have the wisdom to listen. May we receive the revelation rather than try to control it. May we confess Christ with Peter. And may we become, by the power of the Spirit, a people through whom the living God’s Kingdom of heaven becomes more visible in the world.
Amen.”

