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The Heart of the Matter 
(Mark 8:27-32) 

 
We’re in the Gospel of Mark and looking at how Jesus confronted His own culture, our culture and us with the 
values of the kingdom of God.  We will either be shaped by our culture or by God’s kingdom and this morning 
we’re going right to the heart of the conflict between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of this world: who 
Jesus really is and why He came.  One of the first mistakes I made as a brand new Christian was when I tried to 
explain to my mom what had just happened to me and I told her even though she had attended church her entire 
life, she wasn’t really a Christian.  Well, that comment ended the conversation immediately, because to my mom, 
telling her she wasn’t a Christian was the same as saying she wasn’t a good person.  But what I meant was that she 
didn’t really yet believe in Jesus.  How you behave or what church you attend doesn’t make you a Christian.  A 
Christian is a follower of Jesus Christ and what makes you a Christian is what you believe about Him.  Those who 
believe that Jesus is who He claimed to be are Christians.  Those who do not believe Jesus is who He claimed He to 
be are not.  In Mark 8:27-32, Jesus goes to the heart of every conflict between Himself and every culture; His own 
identity.  
 
In Mark 8: 27, Jesus’ disciples return from the villages where Jesus sent them to preach and to heal and Jesus 
wants to know how it went and what the people are saying about Him. “Jesus went out, along with His disciples, to 
the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way He questioned His disciples, saying to them, "Who do people say 
that I am?"  Jewish tradition said that the Messiah wouldn’t announce Himself when He arrived in Israel but that 
people would just know Him by what He did; which is what Jesus has done.  He comes proclaiming the kingdom of 
God, performing miracles and doing things no one has ever done before; and now He wants to see if anybody is 
getting it. “Who do people say that I am?” “They answered and said, "John the Baptist, and others say Elijah; but 
others, that one of the prophets of old has risen again."   The disciples report that everybody thinks Jesus is 
somebody special; they just don’t know who yet. Some people think that John the Baptist or the great prophet 
Elijah or some other prophet has come back from the dead.  Everybody acknowledges that Jesus is doing incredible 
things but nobody can agree on who He is.  Then Jesus asks the disciples what they think.   Vs. 29 And He 
{continued} by questioning them, "But who do you say that I am?" Peter *answered and *said to Him, "You are the 
Christ."  Bingo!  Peter gets the gold star.  In fact, in Matt. 16:16, Jesus tells Peter that “flesh and blood did not 
reveal this to you but My Father in heaven.”  Peter didn’t figure out Jesus’ identity on his own; God revealed it to 
him – which is always the case. If you believe in Jesus, it’s not because you’re so smart; it’s because God revealed it 
to you.  Peter’s confession of faith is the turning point in the gospel of Mark and begins a new phase in Jesus’ 
ministry as His disciples finally understand who Jesus really is.   
 
But what exactly does Peter mean when he says, “You are the Christ?”  Many people today are surprised to learn 
that Christ is not Jesus’ last name.  Christ comes from a Greek word meaning "anointed" and is a translation of 
the Hebrew  word for the Messiah; the king and deliverer promised in the Old Testament scriptures that the Jews 
had been waiting for centuries.   Hundreds of years before Jesus, King David wrote in the second Psalm. “Why are 
the nations in an uproar and the peoples devising a vain thing?  The kings of the earth take their stand and the 
rulers take counsel together against the LORD and against His Anointed, (That’s a translation of the Hebrew word 
for Messiah and in the Greek version of the Old Testament it uses the word, “Christ.”) saying, "Let us tear their 
fetters apart and cast away their cords from us!" He who sits in the heavens laughs, the Lord scoffs at them. Then 
He will speak to them in His anger and terrify them in His fury, saying, "But as for Me, I have installed My King (who 
is the anointed, the Messiah, the Christ? He’s God’s king) upon Zion, My holy mountain." (Jerusalem)  So the 
Messiah or Christ will be the king of God’s kingdom on earth with Jerusalem as His capital. (Now the following 
verses are spoken by the Messiah) "I will surely tell of the decree of the LORD: He said to Me, 'You are My Son, 
today I have begotten You. Ask of Me, and I will surely give the nations as Your inheritance, and the {very} ends of 
the earth as Your possession.” (Psalm 2:1-8)  The Christ is God’s king and He is God’s Son, both human and divine, 
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since He is begotten by God.  That’s what Peter means when he answers Jesus, “You are the Christ, (and 
Matthew’s version adds the words, “the Son of the living God.”)  You are the King, the Savior and God in human 
flesh which we have been waiting for all our lives.  
This is a crucial milestone in Jesus’ ministry because His true identity is the ultimate issue of faith; the difference 
between those who believe and those who do not; and at the heart of every conflict between Christ and culture.  
When the Bible talks about believing in Jesus, it means believing in Who Jesus claimed He was – the fulfillment of 
all God’s promises.   Those who believe in Jesus are saved; those who do not believe in Jesus are not saved.  That’s 
why Jesus says in John 8:24 "Therefore I said to you that you will die in your sins; for unless you believe that I am, 
you will die in your sins." Notice what Jesus doesn’t say.  “Unless you reform, you will die in your sins.  Unless you 
become religious, you will die in your sins.  Unless you can do more good than evil and balance out the scales, you 
will die in your sins.”  No, “…unless you believe that I am, you will die in your sins.”  Believe that I am what?  When 
God appeared to Moses in the burning bush and Moses asked God His name, God replied, “I am that I am.  Tell My 
people that “I am” sent you.”  “I am” or in Hebrew, “Yahweh” is the name of God.  That’s what Jesus says people 
must believe to be saved from their sins; that He is Yahweh in human flesh.  Accepting what Jesus said about 
Himself is what makes a person a Christian: not the church you attend, or the rules that you follow, or the family 
you grew up in; but the fact that they believe in Jesus and as a result Jesus has come to live in them.  Christianity is 
Christ.  We are on our way to heaven only because now we are in union with Him who cannot die.  We are new 
people with power over the sin that lives in our body only because Christ now lives in us. We are being changed 
into little Christs only because Christ in all His power now lives in us.  He is the answer to all our questions, the 
solution to all our problems, and the provision for all of our needs.  With Christ, we have everything; without Him, 
we have nothing. Christ is Christianity because there is no Christianity, no salvation, no purpose, no joy, no eternal 
life, or nothing else apart from Him.  That’s why Jesus’ question to Peter goes directly the heart of the matter.  
“Who do you say that I am?”  How we answer that question determines everything else.   

For that reason Christ is where we must begin and end our investigation of Christianity.   If Christ is who He 
claimed to be, then as incredible as it may seem, the Bible is the word of God because Jesus said it is.  If Christ is 
who He claimed to be, then God created the world and us because Jesus said He did.  If Christ is who He claimed to 
be, then we are helpless sinners on our way to eternal death to whom God offers amnesty and eternal life because 
Jesus said He was.  So many people today think they can never become Christians because they believe in science 
or they can’t accept the sexual ethics of the Bible or they can’t imagine themselves believing in stories like Jonah 
and the whale or Noah’s ark.  Most of us didn’t believe in that either.  But all Jesus asked us was, “Who do you say 
that I am?”   Once you believe in Jesus, everything else falls into place.  Jesus is the issue.  Did Jesus really live?  Is 
He a genuine historical figure?  Yes, the historical evidence for Jesus is incontrovertible.  Did the historical Jesus 
actually do miracles?  Yes, His friends, His enemies and neutral observers of the time all write about the miracles 
He performed.  Did He really fulfill all the prophecies of the coming Messiah?  Did He say the things the Bible says 
He said?  Did He die on a cross and rise from the dead?  These are all historical questions and they can be 
researched just like any historical question.  And the more research you do, you more you will become convinced 
that the Bible accurately presents the facts of the historical Jesus.  And if the Jesus of the Bible is the Jesus of 
history, we are left with only three options.  Either, Jesus wasn’t the Messiah and God in human flesh and He knew 
He wasn’t which makes Him a liar; or Jesus wasn’t the Messiah and God in human flesh but He believed He was 
which makes Him a lunatic; or Jesus was the Messiah and God in human flesh which makes Him your and my Lord.  
Those are the only options.  C.S. Lewis put it this way in his famous book, Mere Christianity. “I am trying here to 
prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great 
moral teacher, but I don’t accept his claim to be God. That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was 
merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a 
lunatic—on the level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must 
make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God, or else a madman or something worse. You can shut 
him up for a fool, you can spit at him and kill him as a demon or you can fall at his feet and call him Lord and God, 
but let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about his being a great human teacher. He has not left that 
open to us. He did not intend to. . . . Now it seems to me obvious that He was neither a lunatic nor a fiend: and 



consequently, however strange or terrifying or unlikely it may seem, I have to accept the view that He was and is 
God.”(Mere Christianity, 55-56)   
That’s why Jesus asks, “Who do YOU say that I am?”  How we answer that question in our heart will determine not 
only our eternal destiny but our life here on earth; because the Christian life is growing in our relationship with 
Christ; knowing Him, trusting Him and obeying Him more and more.  When Paul explained how he made disciples 
of Jesus, he wrote in Col. 1:28, “We proclaim Him, admonishing every man and teaching every man with all wisdom, 
so that we may present every man complete (the word means mature, full developed) in Christ.”  Paul didn’t 
proclaim morality or church tradition or doctrine for doctrine’s sake – he proclaimed Christ; who Jesus is, what He 
did, said, commanded, and is doing and how to follow Him.  Spiritual maturity is the result of knowing Jesus better 
and better and following Him closer and closer.  So let me ask you a question.  Is knowing Christ better and better 
and following more and more closely so that you may become more and more like Him your primary goal in life?   
It is so easy to begin with Jesus and then become distracted by other things; our family, our career, our health, our 
problems, or our ambitions and push Jesus off to the side; treating Him more like a service we call when we need it 
but which is forgotten the rest of the time.   That’s why we need to remember who Jesus is; our Savior and Lord; 
the One we were created for; the answer to all our questions and the solution to all our problems; the goal of our 
life and the only pursuit worth giving our lives for.  The reason the world doesn’t work today is because it does not 
obey Jesus and the reason our lives don’t work is because we don’t obey Jesus.  We don’t have parenting problems 
or relationship problems or political problems or marriage problems or church problems; we only have discipleship 
problems; because only Jesus knows how to live and if we will simply follow Him, so will we.  On President’s Day, I 
had to buy an 8 by 4 foot sheet of bead board, so I borrowed my son’s Honda van to get it to our house.  I was a 
little uncomfortable because not only had I never driven my son’s van before but I wasn’t sure the bead board 
would fit.  Sure enough, when I traded cars with him and got into the van, I discovered my first problem.  There 
was no ignition key.  How do I start the engine?  There was only a button which I pushed and nothing happened.  
Well, I finally got the engine started but I worried all the way to Home Depot if I would be able to turn the engine 
off when I got there and turn it back on when I left.  I was definitely out of my comfort zone.   Once I got into the 
Home Depot lot, I did manage to turn the engine off and I figured I could probably turn it back on.  The bigger 
challenge was how was I going to get and 8 by 4 foot sheet of wood into the van.  I couldn’t figure out how to get 
the seats to lie down or to create more room; so I finally gave up and just went into the store to see how large this 
sheet actually was.  I found the bead board and it looked bigger than I even imagined it would be.  Should I buy this 
and trust I can get it into the van – because if it doesn’t fit, I’m going to be stuck with a big sheet of wood in the 
Home Depot lot?  Or should I forget it and go home? It was at this point, I remembered that Jesus lives in me and 
that I wasn’t walking by faith in Him.  I was trying to control everything and getting anxious and uptight rather than 
trusting and moving forward.  I may not be in control but He is; we need that bead board today; so let’s step out 
on faith and see what happens.  I get the bead board out to the van and sure enough, it won’t fit through the 
backdoor.  It’s too wide and it too long.  I try everything but I can’t get it in but I’m praying, “OK Jesus, show me 
what to do.  I’m not going to get mad or worry, I’m going to trust You.”  And Jesus sent an angel – cleverly 
disguised as a Home Depot employee.  Now I am way out in the far reaches of the parking lot but this employee 
walks up and asks if I need some help; probably because I looked so confused and incompetent.  So we both tried 
to get the sheet in and we both failed.  He suggested getting some string and tying the bead board to the top of 
the van but the board was so thin, all I could imagine was it becoming a sail and flying off on the free way.  Then 
the guy notices that the back entry to the van is wider at the bottom that at the top where we had been unable to 
slide the sheet in; and I told him he was a genius.  We were able to get the sheet into the van by beginning at the 
bottom of the opening and then once it had cleared the entrance, laying it on top of the seats and it just stopped 
short of where my head would be on the driver’s side.  Paul writes in Galatians 2:20, “I have been crucified with 
Christ and it is no longer I who live but Christ who lives within me and the life I live I live by faith in the Son of God 
who loved me and gave Himself for me.”  The Christian life is living moment by moment by faith in Jesus, trusting 
and depending on Him to guide our steps and make the way smooth before us and to show us what to do.  That’s 
why all of our problems are discipleship problems: we aren’t believing that Jesus is our living Savior and Lord – not 
just eternally but every day; that He’s the hero of our life, not us; that He’s the solution, the answer and our 
protector.  That’s why this passage in Mark is about the very heart of Christianity.  You and I were created to follow 
Jesus and to become like Jesus; and that begins with believing that Jesus is who He claims to be.  
 



So when Jesus asks His disciples, “Who do you think I am?” Peter gets it right.  Yet look at Mark 8:30. “And He 
warned them to tell no one about Him.”  Why?  If the heart of Christianity is the identity of Jesus , then why 
wouldn’t Jesus want His disciples to tell everyone that He is the Messiah?  That brings us to the second thing we 
learn about the heart of the matter: why Jesus came.  Like the rest of the Jews, the disciples believed that the 
Messiah would come to reign on earth, to kick the Romans out of Israel and to make Jerusalem the capital of the 
world as the kingdom of this world became the kingdom of God and of His Christ; just like the prophets said it 
would happen.  They didn’t yet understand the other prophecies about the Messiah; that He would be a man of 
sorrows, rejected, despised and eventually killed by Israel.  Look at Mark 8:31. “And He began to teach them that 
the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes, and be 
killed, and after three days rise again. And He was stating the matter plainly.” Now that His disciples understand 
who Jesus is, He reveals His true mission to them; not to rule but to be rejected; not for a crown but for a cross; 
and it’s really hard for us today to understand how shocking this would have been for the disciples.  For centuries 
the Jews have waited for the Messiah whose reign would right every wrong, solve every problem, and raise Israel 
to world prominence.  The Messiah was the hope of Israel, the happy ending everybody looked forward to; the 
resolution of every difficulty.  Every time a Jew suffered, was shoved around, disrespected, persecuted, attacked or 
cheated, they consoled themselves with, “Yeah, but one day the Messiah will come and all this will be forgotten.  
When the Messiah comes, everything will be made right.”  So when Jesus reveals that all His disciples had 
suspected and hoped about He was true; He squashes that hope as He also reveals that He hadn’t come to do 
what they thought He would do.  He had not come to reign over the earth but to die and His disciples are shocked.  
This isn’t the way the story is supposed to end.  The hero can’t die.  Evil can’t win.  That’s why the next verse says, 
“And Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him.”  “If You are the Messiah, how can You be defeated?  How 
can Israel reject You?  How can You die?  And what’s going to happen to us if You do and what about all the 
promises of God?” Jesus’ mission is so different from what everyone expected. Notice that Jesus didn’t just say 
that He would suffer; He said He must suffer, must be rejected, must be killed and must be resurrected.  He didn’t 
just say, “I’ve come to die.”  He said “I have to die.”  Why?  Jesus had to die to make us right with God and Jesus 
had to die to make God right with us.  First, Jesus had to die to make us right with God.  That’s why Jesus says in 
Mark 10:45, “The Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give His life as a ransom for many.” 
Jesus says that His death is our ransom; that He has to die to free us from sin.  He dies in our place.  He bears our 
punishment.  He pays our debt.  He serves our time because that was the only way we could be saved.  Let me ask 
you a question.  How many crimes does it take to make a criminal?  Just one – how many sins does it take to make 
a sinner?  Just one – yet the Bible says that the soul who sins shall surely die.  Eternal death and everlasting 
separation from God in hell is the just wage for a single sin and yet there isn’t a human who hasn’t sinned 
thousands of times.  Some people think that when we get to heaven, there will be a big scale and all the good 
things we’ve done will be weighed against all the bad things we’ve done and if the good we have done outweighs 
the evil we have done, we’ll make it into heaven.  But God isn’t an accountant, He’s judge and He must be a 
righteous judge who upholds His Law.  Suppose you get a ticket for speeding and when you to appear in court, you 
plead guilty but you ask not to be fined.  “After all,” you say, “I did pay my vehicle registration on time this year 
and I haven’t gotten any parking tickets, nor have I been cited for driving under the influence.   Shouldn’t that be 
enough to have this ticket dismissed?”  What do you think the judge will say?  He’ll tell you to pay the ticket.  He 
has to if He’s an honest judge.  His job is to enforce the law and no matter what laws you’ve obeyed, you’re still a 
lawbreaker and must pay the penalty, right?  How much more must the righteous God of the universe enforce the 
laws He made?   If He punishes the innocent or He lets the guilt go free, He is unjust and that’s impossible because 
God is perfect justice and compromise with evil is impossible for Him.  But what if that judge in traffic court 
accepted your plea of guilty and then paid your ticket himself so that you didn’t have to? Would the law be upheld?  
Sure.  A crime was committed and the penalty for the crime was paid in full. That’s Jesus’ mission; to give His life as 
a ransom for many; to die the death we deserve to die so that God can pardon us and give us the gift of eternal life; 
and that is the mission the Old Testament predicted for the Messiah.  Isaiah 53:5-6, “But He was pierced through 
for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; the chastening for our well-being {fell} upon Him, and by 
His scourging we are healed. All of us like sheep have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; but the 
LORD has caused the iniquity of us all to fall on Him.” That’s why Jesus says He must die because only by being put 
to death in our place can we be made right with God.  Christ takes our sin on Himself and in exchange God credits 
us with His righteousness.  That’s why Jesus says He must die.  His death in our place is the only way sinful people 
can be made right with a just and holy God.  But there is another reason Jesus must die; not only to make us right 



with God but to make God right with us.  We are created to know God and to trust Him with every area of our life; 
yet because of sin trusting Him is the hardest thing we have to do in life.  Ever since Adam and Eve sinned and hid 
from God in shame, our natural reaction to God is to hide; to pretend He doesn’t exist because we think He is 
angry and out to get us.  Have you noticed that whenever something bad happens, people immediately blame God?  
I hear even atheists ask, “Why did God do this to me?”   Our guilty conscience makes us afraid of God; and because 
we’re afraid of God, we can’t trust Him.  We look to heaven and see a frown rather than a smile. We can’t trust 
God because we’re not convinced that He really loves us regardless of what we do.  The second reason Jesus had 
to die was to prove to us that God really does love us more than we can ever imagine.  John writes in 1 John 4:9-10, 
“By this the love of God was manifested in us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world so that we 
might live through Him. In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the 
propitiation (the atoning sacrifice) for our sins.”  How do we know that the invisible God loves us rather than hates 
us?  John says, “Look at what He did.”  He sent His Son to die for us that we might live through Him.  He sacrificed 
His Son for us so that we would not die.  What more does God have to do to convince us of His great love?  Paul 
writes in Romans 5:6-8, “For while we were still helpless, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. For one will 
hardly die for a righteous man; though perhaps for the good man someone would dare even to die. But God 
demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.”  How do I know that I 
can trust God with my life?  Because when I was His enemy, He sent Jesus to die in my place.  He didn’t wait for me 
to make the first move, He made the first move.  He didn’t send Jesus because I was so lovable or deserving of 
eternal life, He sent Jesus because He is love and He loves me unconditionally, and in spite of who I am rather than 
because of who I am.  And John and Paul say that’s why Jesus had to die; it was the only way God could prove how 
much He loves us.  That’s why I can trust God with my life.  He’s already given me Jesus; what is He going to 
withhold?  
 
When Laurie and I were dating and I was trying to figure out if I was in love with her and whether I should ask her 
to marry me, I realized for the first time in my life the difference between infatuation and true love.  I had been 
infatuated before.  Infatuation is all about me: how someone makes me feel, what they give me, what they do for 
me; and the feelings that come because someone is making me feel so good about myself.  But as I read the Bible, I 
realized that real love is altogether different from infatuation.  Real love isn’t about my happiness; it’s about 
making someone else happy.  Real love is selfless; because when you love, your greatest joy is in the joy of the 
person you love.  Your affection for them doesn’t depend on their performance.  You just want to give your life to 
making them happy; and I realized that was how I felt about Laurie.  I wanted to spend the rest of my life making 
her happy.  For the first time in my life, I was in love.  God has proved that He is love by what He has done; by 
sending the One He loved most to suffer and die for us.  That’s why Jesus said the Son of Man must be rejected 
and suffer and die and be raised on the third day.  It was the only way we could be made right with a holy and just 
God; and it was the only way God could prove His selfless, giving love to us. 
 
Why would anyone reject that kind of love; that great a gift; or that brilliant a solution to all our problems?  Yet we 
do.  Look at how Peter – who has just confessed that Jesus is the Messiah – reacts to Jesus’ mission.  Mark 8:31 
“And Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke Him.”  Why does Peter react so negatively to Jesus’ mission?  It’s 
not what Peter was hoping for and it’s not what Peter’s culture was hoping for.  They thought they needed a 
political savior, a military savior, a Messiah who would defeat the Romans and make the world Israel’s empire.  
Peter says, “You’re not supposed to die, You’re supposed to rule so that we can rule with You.”  But turning around 
and seeing His disciples, He rebuked Peter and *said, "Get behind Me, Satan; for you are not setting your mind on 
God's interests, but man's." (Mark 8:33) Peter goes from the head of the class to class clown in a matter of minutes.  
Jesus says, “You don’t want what God wants; you want what you want.”  Israel didn’t need to be set free from 
Rome; Israel needs to be set free from sin and from eternal death and from their estrangement to God.  That’s 
their real problem and solving that problem is Jesus’ mission.  That’s why our culture resists His mission as well.  
People don’t realize that our real problem isn’t financial or relational or educational.  It’s not political or 
environmental or psychological.  It’s not our parents or our relatives or those other guys.  Those are just symptoms 
of a life separated from God’s presence and blessing.  The world went to hell when sin entered the world and Jesus 
came to save us from our sins.  But people won’t see that Jesus is the answer until they see that their real 
problem – as Jeff talked about two Sundays back – is not out there but in here.  We all have a fatal disease – a 
disease of the heart – a heart that naturally rebels against God and enslaves us to all manner of evil and separates 



us from our Creator.  This disease is killing us, killing our kids, and killing our society.  But God so loves the world 
that He gave His only begotten Son to live the life we failed to live so that He can credit every person who puts 
their faith in Jesus as God’s Son and Messiah with His righteousness; and to die the death we deserve to die, taking 
our punishment so God can pardon all our sins; and then rising from the dead so that He can come and live in us 
and make us new people and give us eternal life.   I became a Christian when I finally realized that I was my own 
biggest problem and that only Christ could change me.  If that’s where you happen to me this morning; and you 
realize that your biggest problem is not out there but in here, who Jesus is and why He came is the best news I can 
give you.  He is the answer to all our questions and the solution to all our problems because He does for us what 
we cannot do for ourselves.  And we become His follower by simply believing that He is the Messiah, our Savior 
and Lord and God’s Son; and that He came to die the death we deserved to die and then to defeat death in our 
behalf so that we don’t have to die but can live with Him forever. 
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