
Time for another weekly pique your mind day with Ponderings with PJ. I am going to focus 
narrowly on the Gospel reading but the other texts assigned all seem to have, either directly, or 
indirectly, a theme of praise of God in the midst of the Nitty Gritty of life.  Which can be hard at times 
and our Psalm this week (Psalm 138:1-8) which is considered a praise Psalm, kind of pushes that theme 
with verse 7, “Though I walk in the midst of trouble, you preserve me against the wrath of my enemies.” 
As per usual, I don’t have a clue where the sermon will end up but I am sure I will talk about rocks 
somehow since the Gospel text mentions Peter - The rock.  Some of us carry an image of God as the 
immovable, strong, rock of ages while others carry an image of rocks with cracks that expose the lengths 
to which our God will go to show us love.  Just those two themes alone can send us pondering down 
some roads for a good long time.  So here goes my one pondering thought for now. 

 Have you ever been the main organizer of a surprise birthday party?  It can certainly be fun 
thinking through all the ways in which this surprise will lift up and celebrate the guest of honor.  Of 
course, with a surprise party there is always the possibility that the guest of honor will find out about it 
before hand because one of the invitees accidently spills the beans and ruins the surprise.  The above 
thought came to my head after reading the very end of our Gospel text (Matthew 16:20) Jesus gave 
orders that the disciples tell no one that he is the “Christ.”  Now Peter, who generally is great at opening 
his mouth long enough to pull one foot out so he can instantly insert the other foot, actually gets 
something right here when he confesses Jesus is the “Christ” – THE SON OF THE LIVING GOD!  Jesus 
praises him for it and tells him he will be the rock of the church! That it shall be upon Peter and this 
confession that the church will stand.  But then, after giving Matthew’s version of the office of the keys, 
Jesus says please don’t tell anyone that I am the “Christ!” I would think that this would be one of the 
greatest things to put out in the public discourse.  But Jesus says NO! so, if you are wondering and 
pondering along with me on this one - great! 

Maybe Jesus did not want to call attention just yet, especially in Caesarea Philippi! Maybe, all of 
you out there in pondering land are familiar with the real estate phrase, “Location, Location, Location.” 
Meaning, if you buy real estate in a great location the property will gain in value and you can make some 
money off it with equity built etc. Well, the location mentioned in our Gospel text is very important. The 
text has Jesus traveling into the region and it could have been very dangerous to let this confession get 
out.  Audrey West, who is the visiting professor of New Testament at the Moravian Theological Seminary 
gives the background in her commentary better than I could. She states, “Situated about 25 to 30 miles 
north of the sea of Galilee, Caesarea Philippi was near a trade route that connected Tyre in the West to 
Damascus in the Northwest.  A nearby cave housed a great spring that fed one of the sources of the 
Jordan river.  The cave and spring had long served as a sanctuary dedicated to the Greek god, Pan.  
Greek inscriptions and niches carved into the rock, still visible today, suggest dedications to other pagan 
gods as well.  In addition to the polytheism represented at the site, signs of power and authority were 
on display as well.  A couple of decades before Jesus’ birth, Herod the Great had built a temple near the 
spring in honor of Caesar Augustus.  By the time Jesus and his disciples visited the region, Caesarea 
Philippi had been given over to the auspices of Herod’s son, Philip the tetrarch, who established the city 
as the administrative center of his government.  By the time the Gospel of Matthew was written, people 
were likely aware that the Roman commander who led the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE had 
returned with his troops to Caesarea Philippi in celebration of their victory.  Thus, Jesus’ question, ‘Who 
do you say that I am?’ – hangs in the air at the intersection of economic trade, religion, and the power of 
the empire.” 

With this background as a backdrop to Jesus question maybe we can see why he told his 
disciples to cool it for a while – who knows.  However, it does beg the question for us today since we are 
on the backside of the cross and resurrection - Just where does our allegiance lie?  In just a few short 
verses after Peter’s confession, Jesus tells what being the “Christ” actually means, and Peter gets 
chastised for his response to that.  But that is for a different pondering coming up next week! 



 
Happing ponderings and wonderings with the great word of our Living God – The Christ! 
Pastor Jeff 


