YOU ARE THE CHRIST

Mark 8:22-9:1

Key Verse: 8:29

“But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?”

Peter answered, “You are the Christ.”

In chapters four through eight, Mark recalled how Jesus began raising disciples, and specifically the Twelve that he had appointed. This is the first part of Jesus’ discipleship ministry, and may be considered the first part of the revelation of his glory to them. How did Jesus reveal himself to his disciples? Jesus did this by teaching the word of God so that they might know what the kingdom of God is like. (4:1-34) He also revealed himself by calming a stormy sea by his word (4:35-41), and by healing a storm filled man by driving out his legion of demons. (5:1-20) The disciples were with him when he healed a woman from her bleeding problem, and Peter, James and John saw him raise a little twelve year old girl from the dead. (5:21-45) Not only did he heal Jews, but also the demon possessed man was most likely a Gentile, as was the woman from Syrian Phoenicia whose daughter he healed. (7:24-30) Jesus involved his disciples in every aspect of his ministry preaching the gospel—to the point of living with them in common life—and this is one way Jesus began to reveal who he was to his disciples.

But what else? Jesus did not hide the fact that he came to suffer and be rejected. Nor did he hide the fact that they too would share in such a life. Jesus lived as a prophet, however as a prophet without honor, rejected by his own people and his own hometown. (6:1-6) Jesus sent his precious Twelve out as apostles at such a time, when he was being rejected, when King Herod had already beheaded John. (6:7-29) Jesus was always being challenged by the religious leaders of his day as to whether his disciples should pick grain on the Sabbath (2:23), whether they should wash in the tradition of the Pharisees (7:5), or whether Jesus himself would give them a sign on demand to reveal himself. (8:11) What was the result? The Pharisees had already determined and plotted with the Herodians how they might kill Jesus. It is another way Jesus revealed himself, by his suffering.

Finally, Jesus did many miracles before his disciples. Throughout chapters four through eight Jesus did extraordinary things, because he wanted to help them have eyes to see and ears to hear (4:11-12), and be able to understand who he was. Jesus calmed a storm to teach them who he was (4:40-41), he fed five thousand with five loaves and two fish (6:30-44), walked on water (6:45-56) and fed four thousand with seven loaves (8:1-10). Why did Jesus do all these things? Jesus labored like this so that his disciples would see and hear and understand who he was, and begin to see his glory. When we read 8:17-21 in the previous passage, it seemed that the disciples still did not understand. After such a labor by the Lord, they were blind and deaf and dumb to his glory. But see how beautiful and how patient is the Lord. He is not frustrated by their inability to see, nor is he angry or upset. Instead he poked them with questions, eight times in just these five verses. His reaction should help us listen to him. Their truth is our truth in that the providence and tender care of God over our daily life, his provision at such a cost to send us a shepherd and Savior even from our sins and his prodding us by his grace with the word of God each day is often met by us with ignorance of the very one who gives it.

Today’s passage marks the turning point of the entire Mark’s gospel, the hinge on which the gospel turns. The author marks this occasion as the point at which the Galilean ministry of Jesus turns with absolute focus toward Jerusalem, toward the cross and toward his own crucifixion. From this point the teaching of Jesus becomes distilled to his own rejection, suffering and death. Upon what did Jesus’ ministry hinge? What prompted the sudden and immediate shift in focus? Surprisingly it was one confession by one disciple, “You are the Christ.” From this time, Jesus will head as the Son of Man to the cross, will call his people to take up their cross and follow him, and in so doing usher in the kingdom of God.

I.  “What about you? Who do you say I am?” (8:22-30)

Verse 22 says, “They came to Bethsaida, and some people brought a blind man and begged Jesus to touch him.” Jesus and his disciples had been traversing the areas around the Sea of Galilee. The town of Bethsaida was at the very northern tip of the lake. It is a town where Jesus evidently worked extensively and did many miracles, but the miracles did not seem to help the people there to repent. At one point in his ministry Jesus pronounced woe on the city for this very reason. (Mt 11:21) 

On this occasion, as soon as Jesus and his disciples arrived in Bethsaida, some people brought to him a blind man for Jesus to heal. They begged Jesus to touch him. It is clear that they wanted Jesus to heal the man very badly. But Jesus didn’t heal the man. He did not heal him publicly anyway, but instead what did Jesus do? Verse 23a says that he took the blind man by the hand and led him outside the village. Whatever Jesus intended to do for this man in the way of healing him, he intended to do it privately. He brought the blind man, leading him as he was, in his blindness, outside the village, outside of where he was comfortable, and away from the people who had led him to Jesus. Now Jesus was leading him, and the man had no other choice than to be led by Jesus once he committed to following him outside the village. This is how the healing of the man began to take place.

What unique way did Jesus heal this particular blind man? Jesus had healed the blind before, but this time Mark describes in detail the healing. Verse 23b says, “When he had spit on the man’s eyes and put his hands on him, Jesus asked, ‘Do you see anything?’” This is a curious method of healing the man. Jesus spit on the man’s eyes. He put his hands on the man. He asked him, “Do you see anything?” Jesus knows how to heal. His healing is not on a one size fits all basis. He doesn’t heal the same way every time. His healing is personal. For this man, Jesus chose to lead him by the hand, step by step, outside the village, away from the others, to see Jesus his healer personally. For this man, Jesus chose to create a kind of spit salve to heal his blindness. The fact that Jesus chose to heal in such a unique way—a way that Mark remembered in such detail—testifies to the personal nature of Jesus’ healing ministry, the personal nature of his unique revelation to each one. 

What was the effect on the man of Jesus’ touch? Verse 24 says, “He looked up and said, ‘I see people; they look like trees walking around.’” This is another unique feature recorded only in Mark’s gospel. It is the recollection of the gradual healing of the man’s eyes. Jesus did not heal this man immediately. After leading him by the hand, he also continued to lead him step by step in the matter of his healing. Even when he experienced Jesus’ healing touch, he did not see with crystal clarity yet. He couldn’t distinguish a man from a tree, other than that the men were walking around and the trees weren’t. The healing of a person is important. But here we learn that the process by which Jesus is made known in the matter of the healing is also important. It is a part of the healing, even the main part. Jesus guided this man in this way that he may know Jesus more and more, step by step.

What did Jesus do next? “Once more Jesus put his hands on the man’s eyes. Then his eyes were opened, his sight was restored, and he saw everything clearly.” Jesus will not fail to heal. He will not fail to help those who follow him step by step, who commit to being led by him only, to see clearly and to know him clearly. Jesus will not fail to completely restore his own. For this man, he could see clearly. Mark is the only gospel writer who mentions this healing. It is placed directly between Jesus’ gentle rebuke of his disciples’ failure to see and hear and understand, and Peter’s personal confession of Jesus. It is the testimony of Jesus who never fails to restore completely, to heal until his own can see clearly, who was guiding his blind disciples step by step, and who would fully accomplish his work in them. 

Then what did Jesus do? Jesus sent him home, saying, “Don’t go into the village.” (26) It is the testimony of Jesus who leads each one in this tender, very personal way as well. The healing would be the testimony of Jesus for this man in this case, and not the village. As Jesus healed this specific blind man in this very unique way, Jesus knows each of his own, and heals each one to reveal one shade, one facet, one unique and distinct reflection of the glory of God, at the same time the complete and full glory. It is truly God’s work in a man, and this personal healing of one blind man is his revelation in the world.

After this, where did Jesus take the disciples? Verse 27a says, “Jesus and his disciples went on to the villages around Caesarea Philippi.” Where was Caesarea Philippi? It was about twenty to twenty five miles north of Bethsaida, a place where Jesus went on this occasion to be away from the crowds and villages, a time to be with his disciples in a private setting. 

What was their conversation as they headed from Bethsaida to Caesarea Philippi? Verse 27b says, “On the way he asked them, ‘Who do people say I am?’” This was the first of two questions that Jesus would ask as they made the long journey on foot. Jesus wanted them to tell him who people said he was. Jesus had been performing countless miracles, he had fed crowds with a few loaves and fish, he taught the word of God with recognizable authority. There should be some response from the throngs of people who saw him. There should be some opinion of who Jesus was as he did these extraordinary things. What was the talk among the people?

What did Jesus’ disciples tell him? They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.” (28) When we consider the impact Jesus had on the people by his ministry of preaching the gospel, of healing others, of his miracles and his word, it was not small. For instance, if Jesus is John the Baptist, what does that suggest? It is the testimony that John has come back from the dead. The work of Jesus was so great that people could consider the return of a great man like John from the dead. Or if Jesus is Elijah, it not only testifies to the return of Elijah, who had been taken up in a whirlwind (2Ki 2:11), but it testifies that in the coming of Jesus, God is fulfilling his prophecy in Malachi and bringing the day of the Lord. (Mal 4:5) Jesus’ ministry had such an impact that people began to consider the coming of the Lord when they saw him. Finally, if Jesus is one of the prophets, what does that suggest that people thought about him when they heard him teach? To the people, Jesus’ teaching was no less than prophecy; it was the word of God. Jesus’ teaching had such authority that those who heard him could immediately sense the difference. He did not teach as others did; his teaching amazed people and reminded people of God who sent the prophets to deliver his word. This is what the disciples reported to Jesus about who people said he was. Obviously everyone recognized the greatness of Jesus.

Then what did Jesus do? Verse 29a says, “But what about you?’ he asked. ‘Who do you say I am?’” Jesus began his next question with the word, “But.” This suggests that what people said about Jesus was one thing, but was not the relevant thing for the disciples. Jesus brought them to this remote place to hear their confession of who he was. Jesus had been working to reveal himself to his disciples. In fact he had come to be revealed in the world. Up until now there was not much to suggest that the disciples even perceived Jesus differently than others. But Jesus brought them here so that he might see the fruit of this part of his ministry, the work of God in the disciples, the healing of their blindness and dullness to who he is. “But what about you?” It is the question that they had to answer personally, not based on what people said, but based on his revelation to each of them up to now, based on the work of God to open their blinded eyes to begin to catch the first glimpse of his glory. Like the blind man, Jesus would elicit a response from them, even if it was not completely clear. Jesus had led them, taught them, rebuked them, lived with them, brought them to this remote place, to lead them to this very personal question, “But what about you? Who do you say I am?”

How did the disciples respond? All but one remained silent, or else one jumped in ahead of everyone else, or perhaps appointed himself the spokesmen for them all, for they had already discussed among themselves on more than one occasion who Jesus was. In any event, it was Peter who answered, “You are the Christ.” (29b) In the text of Mark’s gospel, this confession marks the point at which the gospel turns. But Jesus never revealed himself by saying, “I am the Christ.” If Jesus spent this much time revealing himself to the disciples in such a painstaking way, if the Galilean ministry was leading up to this confession, and would shortly change directions toward Jerusalem, if it was these words that Jesus designed to hear from his disciples, he never revealed them. Instead he bore with great patience and humility their seeming inability to reach to the conclusion until now. But they had to be led personally there by Jesus. They had to make the confession themselves. In this instance it was Peter, but it is always a personal confession. It is always acceptable to Jesus. We should consider this truth in the matter of our Bible study. What is the point of our Bible study and our ministry? From the perspective of this passage and the gospel of Mark, the leading through the word of Jesus for a person to confess Jesus as the Christ is no less than the work of God. We serve it as Jesus did, by bearing with great patience and humility, by watching each one be led step by step. There is heavenly joy when one person makes such a personal confession about Jesus as, “You are the Christ.” It is the work of God.

Then what did Jesus do on such a momentous occasion, when for the first time he heard the precious, personal confession of one of his own, one he had borne with great patience and humility to this point? Verse 30 says, “Jesus warned them not to tell anyone about him.” What? What kind of response is this? We can see that Jesus changed the entire direction of his ministry based on this one confession, that from this moment he headed toward Jerusalem. Why didn’t he celebrate the confession, if not publicly, then at least privately among the disciples? If he wanted to be revealed, then why not command his disciples to tell as many as they could, not keep it among themselves? Jesus helps us to see God himself beyond the confession. As great as it was—definitely the work of God—Peter’s confession was not the goal, it was the beginning point. It was not the end of life, but the beginning of life, God’s life, in him. The holy work of God—the salvation of this world and redemption of all things to God—was not accomplished in the words of Peter. This was the place where Peter began the life that would end in the kingdom of God. The personal confession of faith is not the goal of our work either, but it is the beginning, the testimony of God and of life. When we see it, we witness the work of God, the blossoming of life that has budded and will ultimately grow to the fullness of the kingdom of God. 

II.  The truth of the Son of Man (8:31-9:1)

What did Jesus do immediately after hearing Peter’s confession, “You are the Christ?” This is where the teaching of Jesus began to change, and the focus of his teaching, not to mention his travel plans. Look at verse 31. “He then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days rise again.” This is the core teaching of the second part of Mark’s gospel, which Jesus repeated over and over to his disciples. It is the truth of the gospel of the Son of Man, who would suffer and be rejected and crucified. Jesus heard the confession, “You are the Christ;” he then began to teach the truth of the Christ. The truth of the Christ is the truth of the Son of Man, who bore with great patience and humility the sins of men, who was crucified on a cross in order to satisfy God’s holy justice on sin, and would rise again afterward. The repetition of the word “must” shows that the truth is not an optional one, but is rooted in God, in his holiness, in eternity. The word “must” reveals that this is God’s truth, which has to do with us because the Christ—God’s Christ—came as the Son of Man. In this Son of Man then is the connection between God and man.

How did the disciples respond to the teaching of the Son of Man? Verse 32 says, “He spoke plainly about this, and Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him.” Peter is the one who had confessed Jesus as the Christ; now he is rebuking the Christ. It is obvious that Peter did not know what he was talking about, neither when he rebuked Jesus nor when he confessed, “You are the Christ.” But Jesus didn’t invalidate Peter’s previous confession. The confession was truly the work of God, and could never be negated. At the same time, Jesus did not avoid or ignore the rebuke of Peter. Jesus confronted it, as he came to confront the power of sin that blinds men to the glory of God. Jesus came to deal with sin.

How did Jesus deal with his disciple who rebuked him? Verse 33 says, “But when Jesus turned and looked at his disciples, he rebuked Peter. ‘Get behind me, Satan!’ he said. ‘You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.’” What does it mean that Jesus rebuked Peter, who rebuked him first? Is this the start of a fight? It is, but not a fight with Peter. Jesus turned and looked at his disciples. Then he rebuked Peter by saying, “Get behind me Satan!” What Jesus saw in the words of Peter was that Satan had crept in to the ministry, among the disciples, like yeast, like the serpent right in the garden of the Lord. Jesus was not fighting with Peter by rebuking him, he was fighting with Satan, with the power of sin that tempts men away from the “must” truth of the Son of Man. Jesus was fighting with anyone or anything who would pollute even his disciples, even Peter, by corrupting the very things of God, and replacing them with things of men. The sharp and immediate rebuke shows that the gospel is a holy thing—the things of God—and Satan or sin or the things of men have no place there. Jesus protected his disciples and Peter from the power of Satan with his rebuke.

What did Jesus do next? Verses 34-37 say, “Then he called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: ‘If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it. What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?’” The truth of the gospel is a universal truth, not just for the disciples, but for the crowd as well. It is the truth for anyone who would follow Jesus. The basic principle of following Jesus is to deny oneself. Then what is it to deny oneself? In these verses it means to deny living in obedience to our own desires, or the desires of this world or the things of men. In light of verse 33, it is how we practice following Jesus by dealing with the power of temptation, sin and Satan in the matter of this life of following Jesus. According to the principle of this world, a man must live to save his life, protect his life, enhance his life, and yet no one ever succeeded; everyone died. The life that follows Jesus denies that very basic desire. When a person—anyone—denies himself this basic principle in favor of following Jesus, loses that life in order to be led by Jesus, he learns the truth of salvation, not the worldly endurance of this life, but the life that comes from God, eternal life, the saved life. The best thing a person who wants to pursue this life could hope for is to gain the whole world; that’s it. But it comes at the price of forfeiting his soul. What good is that? A soul is not that cheap. When we consider Jesus’ teaching here, our eyes are opened to eternity, to the truth of life as a soul under God’s care. When we follow Jesus, we learn the value of life and soul, incomparable to anything in this world, even the whole world. A man has a soul. He shouldn’t sell it for anything in this world, because he can’t buy it back even with the whole world.

Look at verses 38-9:1. “‘If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father’s glory with the holy angels.’ And he said to them, ‘I tell you the truth, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the kingdom of God come with power.’” After teaching the beautiful truth of life, Jesus reveals in the next verses the glory of the Father and the kingdom of God in the matter of his work. Jesus is the Son of Man, who came to this world, to this adulterous and sinful generation, where men—even his own disciple—would be ashamed at him and his words. Why? It is because the truth of the Son of Man is not a human thing. It does not belong to this generation, which is adulterous and sinful. The gospel of the Son of Man is a holy thing—the “things of God”—and can uniquely open our eyes to the Father’s glory and the kingdom of God. So it is from a human point of view a shameful thing, but from God’s point of view it is a powerful thing, for through it the things of God, the Father’s glory and the kingdom of God have come to us. How do we experience the power of God? We follow our Lord, the Son of Man, in this humanly shameful life. Jesus is the Christ who is the Son of Man, the crucified. He calls us to take up our cross and follow him. In this way, the glory of God and the kingdom of God come to us.

