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TEXT: MATTHEW 16:15 "He said to them, 'But who do you say that
I am?'"

Christians of many persuasions would agree that this is one
of the great passages of Scripture. Yet I suspect that different
denominations focus on different parts. For instance, I would
expect a Roman Catholic to be most interested in verse eighteen,
in which Jesus says, "And I tell you, you are Peter, and upon
this rock I will build my church. . . ." For many centuries, the
Roman Catholic Church has used this verse to support its
assertion that Peter was the first Pope and that each Pope, in
succession, inherits the so-called "keys to the Kingdom" from
him. Most Protestants would argue for a rather different
interpretation, but the fact remains that, for a Roman Catholic,
verse eighteen would be very important.

And I would guess that a Fundamentalist might focus on verse
sixteen, where Peter answers, "You are the Christ, the Son of the
living God." Using this text, he would probably preach a sermon
on the divinity of Christ and what that means, either in theory
or in practice. Again, it needs to be said that not all
Christians would interpret Peter's words in just that way, but
verse sixteen is still the one most likely to attract a
Fundamentalist's attention.

But I am a Congregationalist, and, probably for that reason,
the most important verse to me is verse fifteen. That's the one
where Jesus asks the disciples, "But who do you say that I am?"
That question is important to me because we Congregationalists
have always stressed the sanctity of private conscience. We have
always rejected the authority of Bishops, and Synods, and Creeds,
not because we think they are always wrong --or, for that matter,
that we are always right. We reject them because of our
conviction that religion, in order to be really meaningful, must
be a first-hand religion. We respect the opinions of others, but
we insist that we, and only we, are responsible for what we
believe and for how we act.

It may help us to know who men say that the Son of Man is.
Their answers may give us some guidance as we formulate our own.








